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Background: EU policy on data intermediaries

• The EU’s turn to data intermediation: Legislative 

proposals (e.g. Data Governance Act) support 

“trusted data intermediaries” and “data altruism 

organisations” that act in the public interest. 

  

• Opportunity: Laws describe enabling conditions for 

collective uses of data (e.g. trust mechanisms, 

mandates for neutrality, interoperability, etc.).  

• Limitations: Framing data as resource brackets the 

context of real-world cases; data intermediaries 

serve specific policy goals.



From data intermediaries to 
commoning of/with data

Monitor glucose data to 
help diabetics guide 
their daily insulin intake

Retrieve fares from ride 
sharing apps to inform 

gig workers about prices

Analyze open land data to 
influence urban land use



• Waag Futurelab’s Commons Lab: develops digital media to support 

collaborations around issues of societal concern, as well as common 

resource pools. Ostrom’s commons principles inspire our design and 

public research methods. 

• Argument 1: Data is not only a resource to be governed (data as 

commons), but also a means to organize cooperation around 

common goals (shared values/resources as commons).  

• Argument 2: What data is useful for communities depends on the 

social relations and behaviors we want to nurture. 

Waag Futurelab & the Commons 
Lab



The origins of the commons concept



Ostrom: What principles for the commons?



Energy commons: Waag’s Atelier Project in IJburg, 
Amsterdam

• Shortage of affordable and clean 

energy. Expected net congestion 

through solar panels, heat pumps, 

electric cars, increasing energy 

usage per household. 

• We explore how energy and data 

sharing could be organized to 

coordinate energy usage within a 

specific neighborhood community. 



Energy commons: Waag’s Atelier Project in IJburg, 
Amsterdam 

• Research questions:  

• What principles and values 

should the community take as 

starting point to share energy 

and energy data? 

• Which principles can we 

translate into technology? 

• Which principles need to be 

embedded in the social 

organization around 

technology?



Extending commons to citizen-government 
interaction

• 596 Acres is a “grassroots strategy” 

to transform open data into open 

space managed by communities.  

• Common resource: urban land & 

shared goal for greener urban 

planning. 

• Monitoring: Verify open cadastral 

data to update vacant land entries.  

• Capacity-building to navigate rules: 

Inform citizens about legal rights to 

access public land & preparing 

applications with the city for land 

reuse.     



Commoning as the remaking of state-citizen 
relationships? 

• Commoning as an activity explores shared concerns that matter for a community. It is a way of assembling 

technologies, rules, and practices to design and critique collective life.  

• (Data) commoning may create spaces for intervention (build new ways of governing common resources), but 

also for scrutiny of existing institutions and infrastructures (critique/revising existing institutions).  

• “Community” may go beyond citizen groups and involve governments and companies who can become 

partners, or subjects of scrutiny, when addressing shared problems. 

• Depending on the problem to address, public institutions may play important roles to support commoning, 

e.g. by setting rules or laws that form the basis for collective action, by providing datasets, by offering 

contact points for community groups, etc.  



Thank you for your attention


