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Abstract 

One of the major shifts that our society has witnessed in the past few decades is the paradigm 

shift from traditional bureaucracies to network arrangements in policy making and service 

delivery. This paper explores the New Governance as a paradigm shift in Public 

Administration with an emphasis on the democratic aspect of it. Approaching the New 

Governance from an Open Systems Theory perspective, this paper argues that the advent and 

the widespread use of ICTs and the ―infosphere‖ – and the ―information society‖ that has 

emerged from it – would help in promoting a better and a more democratic governance by 

providing new channels to put democracy into practice. This paper also acknowledges the 

dark side of the ―infosphere‖ and the ethical challenges that have come along with it. 
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(ICTs) 

1. Introduction 

Writing in 1966, Warren Bennis observed that every age develops an organizational lifestyle 

most appropriate to the genius of that age (Bennis, 1966). One of the major shifts that our 

society has witnessed in the past few decades is the paradigm shift from traditional 

bureaucracies to network arrangements in policy making and service delivery. Hierarchical 

structures that served society so well in the past as the primary provider of public services, no 

longer fit a society of growing needs and demands. Even the markets have fallen short of 

filling this gap. The failure of government and the market models in meeting the pressing 

demands of society has allowed for an emergence of a new form of governance – variously 

referred to as ―governing without government‖ (Rhodes, 1994, 1996, 1997; Peters & Pierre, 

1998), ―self-organizing and interdependent networks‖ (O‘Toole, 1997a, 1997b), and 

―collaborative public management‖ (Agranoff, 2006; Agranoff & McGuire, 2001, 2003; 

McGuire, 2006; McGuire, Agranoff, & Silvia, 2010). 

While some public administration scholars find in this shift a clear departure from the 

democratic ethos and a threat to the traditional image of liberal democracy (Rhodes, 1996, 

1997), others see in it an opportunity to reconceptualize and reframe democracy to make it 

more in line with our contemporary society (Boyte, 2005; O‘Toole, 1997b; Sørensen, 2000; 

Sørensen & Torfing, 2003).   

This paper looks at the new governance from an Open Systems Theory (Katz & Khan, 1966) 

perspective. This approach postulates that organizations are in constant touch with their 

external environment. The environment provides organizations with resources (people, funds, 

information, etc.) as well as with constraints (laws, regulations, and other challenges). This 

environment – whether social, political, or economic – greatly affects and shapes how 

organizations operate. Government and its collaborative partners are no exception. Among 

these environmental forces is the advent of Information and Communication Technologies 

(ICTs) in the past few decades that has dramatically changed our life, our society, and our 

institutions.  

Approaching the New Governance from an Open Systems Theory perspective, this paper 

argues that the advent and the widespread use of ICTs and the ―infosphere‖ – and the 

―information society‖ that has emerged from it – would help in promoting a better and a more 

democratic governance by providing new channels to put democracy into practice. This paper 

also acknowledges the dark side of the ―infosphere‖ and the ethical challenges that have 

come along with it. 

Hence, this paper explores the New Governance as a paradigm shift in Public Administration 

with an emphasis on the democratic aspect of it. Next, the paper discusses how the 

information society would help in promoting better governance that is more compatible with 

the ideals of liberal democracy, and addresses the ethical challenges that the infosphere 

presents. Finally, the paper provides guidelines for public and private mangers in 
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collaborative networks and proposes topics for future research. 

2. The New Governance: A Paradigm Shift 

During the last century, the scope of government expanded to cover all aspects of our life. 

Government emerged as the primary provider of goods and services. However, the traditional 

model with its hierarchical structure and long chain of commands was found outmoded and 

incapable of keeping up with the ever-changing and increasing demands of society. Toward 

the end of the 20
th

 Century, government was no longer solely responsible for the provision of 

public services (Kettle, 1993; Salamon, 2002). Most of government programs and services 

have been ever since provided by ―a host of nongovernmental third party surrogates or 

proxies that provide programs under the agencies loans, loan guarantees, grants, contracts, 

and other tools of public administration‖ (Salamon, 2002, pp. 1-2). 

Thus, governance denotes a shift from traditional structures to network structures – in other 

words, from ―hierarchy to heterarchy‖ (O‘Leary, 2015, p. 5); from the provision of services 

by centralized governmental entities to the ―hollow state‖ (Milward & Provan, 2003; Peters, 

1994; Rhodes, 1994) or ―third party governance‖ (Salamon, 2002). Public Administration 

scholars have conceived of the new governance as the newly emerging paradigm of Public 

Administration that emphasizes collaboration, networking, and cooperation. As such, the term 

―governance‖ becomes ―the virtual synonym of public administration‖ (Frederickson, 2004, p. 

5).  

Researchers have defined the new governance in several ways. Rhodes (1996, p. 652) defines 

it as ―self-organizing, interorganizational networks‖ that are ―alternative to, not a hybrid of, 

markets and hierarchies.‖ O‘Toole (1997a,) defines governance networks in terms of 

―structures of interdependence involving multiple organizations‖ (p. 45), emphasizing the 

salience of networks in public administration, and calling scholars to take these arrangements 

seriously. Stocker (1998), perceives governance as ―the development of governing styles in 

which boundaries between and within public and private sectors have become blurred‖ (p. 

117). Viewed this way, governance is broader than government for it transcends the 

traditional borders of government, thus allowing for public-private collaborative efforts 

across sectors. As such, the new governance indicates not only a change in the meaning and 

boundaries of government, but also in the method by which society is governed, whether in 

terms of policy-making or implementation. 

The Resource Dependency theory provides a plausible explanation of the emergence of 

network arrangements. This theory postulates that individual organizations are not 

self-sufficient. They do not have the sufficient resources, in terms of human, financial, 

technological, and information resources, to survive (Pfeffer & Salanick, 2003). Although 

public organizations do not die out (Kaufman, 1976), they do need to rely on other 

organizations for various kind of resources in order to accomplish their goals and to thrive in 

their environment. This explains why most of public services are no longer exclusively 

delivered by government organizations but by networks of governmental and 

nongovernmental actors across sectors that coordinate, collaborate, and allocate resources to 

address societal problems (Gazley & Brudney, 2007; Mitchell, 2014). 
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In this sense, McGuire (2006) defines collaborative management as ―the process of 

facilitating and operating in multi-organizational  arrangements for solving problems that 

cannot be achieved – or achieved easily – by single organizations‖ (p. 33 ). Likewise, Keast 

et al. (2004) conceive of collaborative arrangements as an innovative response to deal with 

social issues. This paradigm shift also indicates that network arrangements, not government, 

have come to dominate and control public policy (Peters & Pierre, 1998). This implies that 

these nongovernmental or quasi-governmental actors are now equally responsible for policy 

outcomes (Ansell & Gash, 2008). This also means that in such arrangements, government is 

no longer in a position of control and command. Government is, now, one of the actors 

influencing the course of policymaking and implementation (Peters & Pierre, 1998; Rhodes, 

1996; Salamon, 2002). In these emergent models, all actors are seen as autonomous but 

dependent on one another to get things done. Thus, in such arrangements, government 

depends on other actors in the same way that the other actors depend on it (Peters & Pierre, 

1998). Hence, ―the command and control of the sovereign, once the hallmark of democratic 

government,‖ are now replaced by newly emergent models that make ―collaboration and 

negotiation legitimate components of public administrative routine rather than regrettable 

departure from expected practices‖ (Salamon, 2002, p. 15).  

Other scholars, however, conceive of the collaborative governance as ―the new paradigm for 

governing in democratic systems‖ (Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2011, p. 3; also see 

Frederickson, 1991; Jun, 2002; Kettl, 2002; Osborne, 2006), highlighting its contribution to 

the development of social capital and to the enhancement of citizen participation (Bingham, 

Nabatchi, & O‘Leary, 2005; Boyte, 2005; Cooper, Bryer, & Meek, 2006; Hirst, 2000; Kathi 

& Cooper, 2005; Nabatchi, 2010; Sørensen, 2002). In this context, Bingham, Nabatchi, and 

O‘Leary (2005) conceive of the citizenry as the other face of the new governance – ―the tool 

makers and tool users‖ (p. 547) – emphasizing the processes through which they get involved 

in the work of government.  

3. The Democratic Aspect of the New Governance 

Recently, there has been an increased interest in emphasizing the democratic aspect of the 

New Governance (Bingham, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2005; Cooper, Bryer, & Meek, 2006; Kathi 

& Cooper, 2005; Klijn & Skelcher, 2007; Nabatchi, 2010; Sørensen, 2002; Sørensen & 

Torfing, 2003). Several scholars have acknowledged the fact that the shift from bureaucratic 

hierarchies to governance networks may challenge the traditional image of liberal democracy, 

suggesting the reconceptualization and reformulation of the basic concepts of democracy to 

make them fit the new reality (Boyte, 2005; O‘Toole, 1997b; Sørensen, 2002; Sørensen & 

Torfing, 2003). This implies reframing the concept of democratic accountability and 

redefining the concept of democracy. 

Reframing Accountability – One of the fundamental concepts that need reconceptualization 

is democratic accountability. Many PA scholars have acknowledged that the shift from 

traditional hierarchies to governance networks would challenge governability and raise 

serious issues about democratic accountability (Acar, Guo, & Yang, 2006; Agranoff & 

McGuire, 2001; Kersbergen & Waarden, 2004; O‘Toole, 1997a, 1997b; Rhodes, 1996, 2000). 
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Rhodes (1996, 2000) argues that because governance networks are self-organizing, 

autonomous, not accountable to the state, resist steering and central guidance, there is a fear 

that these network arrangements deviate from the public interest, and end up by pursuing 

their own interests instead. Thus, hollowing out the state presents a real challenge to the 

traditional concept of accountability (Peters & Pierre, 1998; Rhodes, 1996, 2000).  

Unlike traditional public administration and NPM in which accountability is the strongest 

point of the model, accountability in the new governance model remains the weakest link. In  

governance network settings, accountability is diffused unlike accountability in both 

traditional public administration and NPM which is well defined. In traditional hierarchies, 

accountability is determined in terms of hierarchical control and external oversight, whereas 

under NPM, accountability is defined in terms of accountability for results that can be 

measured against targets‘ attainment and consumer choice.   

Public Administration (PA) scholars have agreed that different forms of accountability are 

needed in governance network settings that may serve functions beyond hierarchical control 

and external oversight. Accountability in governance networks has more to do with 

identifying the different expectations of network actors, aligning goals, adjusting strategies, 

assessing implementation, communicating performance, and facilitating learning (Acar, Guo, 

& Yang, 2008; Bardach & Lesser, 1996; Roberts, 2002). 

Redefining Democracy – The shift from government to governance also indicates ―a shift in 

the meaning of democracy from election to democratic society‖ (Boyte, 2005, p. 518). This 

shift, Boyte (2005) and Thomas (2013) argue, represents a move from perceiving citizens as 

voters, consumers, or volunteers to seeing them as participators in the problem solving 

process and co-creators of public goods.  In this sense, the concept of ―deliberative 

democracy‖ with its emphasis on ―government by information exchange and consent‖ (Hirst, 

2000, p. 27) has been proposed as a solution to the problem of accountability (Kersbergen & 

Waarden, 2004; Sørensen, 2002; Sørensen & Torfing, 2003). Scholars have contended that 

deliberative democracy provides citizens and stakeholders with the opportunity to voice their 

needs and concerns, and allows for the development of more responsive, citizen-centered 

collaborative management systems, partnerships, and strategies (Cooper, Bryer, & Meek, 

2006; Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2011; Kathi & Cooper, 2005; Nabatchi, 2010).  

These collaborative interactive processes have the potential to promote transparency, 

accountability and, hence, legitimacy (Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2011); to build trust 

and create mutual understanding (McGuire, Agranoff, & Silvia, 2010, p. 20); to enhance 

citizen engagement and public dialogue and to, ultimately, generate more informed and 

democratic decisions (Bingham, Nabatchi, & O‘Leary, 2005).  

In an attempt to reframe the meaning of democracy in our contemporary society, O‘Toole 

(1997b, p. 448) identifies a framework of three fundamental democratic values that need to 

be pursued: 1) responsibility for effecting the public interest; 2) responsiveness to public 

preferences; and 3) political deliberation, civility, and trust. In the next section, we discuss 

how the information society would help in promoting these democratic ideals.  
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4. The Role of the Information Society in Promoting a More Democratic Governance 

Change is accelerating in our times. It invades our life, transforms our institutions, and shifts 

our ways of interaction and communication. Perhaps, the most remarkable change that 

societies around the globe have been witnessing in the past few decades is the advent and the 

widespread use of ICTs. This technological revolution – or what Floridi (2014) calls the 

―Fourth Revolution‖ – has ushered an unparalleled era in history – an era of boundless 

change, mobility, and possibilities for both individuals and organizations. 

The use of ICTs has dramatically changed the way by which government – and its 

collaborative partners – work, and presented both opportunities and ethical challenges to the 

new governance. This section discusses how the ―information society,‖ and the ―infosphere‖ 

governing it, contributes to the process of reframing and redefining democracy, and the 

ethical challenges that come along with it. By the infosphere, we mean the ecological domain 

of the information society that is provided by the use of ICTs – a parallel digital world where 

boundaries are dissolved, ―where information functions as a type of substance that animates 

orders and delimits human activity as both a field of possibility and constraint‖ (Mukherjee, 

2013, p. 4).  

In this essay we argue that not only has the use of ICTs enabled various modes of 

communications within governance network and allowed the easy exchange of information 

between network actors and stakeholders (Agranoff, 2006), but it also plays an important role 

in generating a more democratic governance by increasing transparency, building trust 

relationship, and promoting deliberative civic discourse. 

Increasing Transparency and Accountability 

Transparency is an apriori condition for democratic accountability, and a critical component 

for the efficiency and well-functioning of governance networks. Transparency has been 

viewed as a tool to enhance accountability, to curb corruption, and to improve network 

performance. The use of ICTs has facilitated the ability of governance networks to provide 

and share information about their performance digitally. Through the use of ICTs, governance 

networks can increase their visibility by publically disclosing their goals, projects, and 

activities, whether via websites, annual reports, brochures, or other forms of online public 

disclosures.  

Improving information sharing through ICTs is critical to improve the quality of policy 

decisions and public service delivery. In this sense, transparency of information improves 

network performance; increases networks‘ responsiveness to public preferences; enhances 

their capacity to meet citizens‘ needs; and builds trust between network actors, as well as 

between networks and the citizenry. Putnam (2000) observes that citizen satisfaction with 

government performance is the outcome of both citizen expectations and perception of 

government performance. In short, transparency and information sharing help governance 

networks achieve their objectives and be held responsible for their results, thus mitigating the 

public distrust in government and its collaborators.  
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Building Trust Relationships 

Many scholars have maintained that trust may play a critical role in network arrangements 

(Ansell & Gash, 2008; Klijn, Edelenbos, & Steijin, 2010; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2012), 

highlighting the role of network managers in building trust within and outside networks – that 

is, among network actors and between networks and the citizenry. As such, trust in 

governance networks is a two-way process. The first can be achieved through alignment of 

goals and strategies, the second through citizen participation and engagement.  Both ways 

can be facilitated through the proper use of ICTs.  

Trust within networks improves network performance; reduces strategic uncertainty and 

complexity; enhances information sharing; fosters a learning culture; improves 

decision-making processes and the quality of decisions; and helps in developing innovative 

solutions to societal problems. Trust outside networks can be achieved through transparency, 

information sharing, and by providing formal ways for citizens to channel their grievances 

and concerns and to seek correction of mistakes. Trust outside networks improves 

participation; helps building social capital; and improves the quality and legitimacy of policy 

decisions as well as service delivery. 

Promoting Deliberative Civic Discourse 

The future of democratic governance depends a great deal on an educated and well-engaged 

citizenry and on the ability of government, and its collaborators, to make better choices and 

well-informed decisions. This can only be achieved by bringing government closer to the 

public and by increasing participation (Garrett, 2006). Through the use of ICTs, the 

information society provides the opportunity for citizens to get engaged in deliberative civic 

discourse which is essentially important for developing public support for both policy 

decisions and implementation (O‘Toole, 1997b). The information society makes this possible 

through the creation of a new public sphere and virtual communities (Losifidis, 2011). 

Public spheres are cultural arenas whereby people come together to articulate their views and 

voice their concerns in order to influence policies. Habermas (1996), contends that ―between 

the state and society lies the public sphere, a network for communicating information and 

points of views‖ (p. 360). The ―traditional Habermasian concept of the national public sphere 

created by the mass media of newspapers and television is said to have transformed to a 

multi-layered sphere of online and social networks which are increasingly important in 

engaging and mobilizing citizenship and in shaping the discourse within which rational 

discussion takes place‖ (Losifidis, 2011, p. 619). Thus, the information society has allowed 

the formation of virtual public spheres and communities that connect people anywhere on any 

issue of their concern. These vibrant, virtual networks are capable of generating social capital, 

which constitutes the cornerstone in building trust relationship and in making democracy 

work (Putnam, 1993). 

Engaging the citizenry in democratic practices brings new insights into the policy processes 

that would feed and inform decisions about the public needs and preferences. This would 

help engender ―both a democratic ethos and consensual decision-making outcomes‖ (Klijn & 
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Sklecher, 2007, p. 9); improve the quality of delivered services and the legitimacy of 

decisions; and attenuate mistrust in government. 

This leads us to conclude that the proper use of ICTs will be central to the new models of 

democracy. By promoting transparency, trust, and deliberative civic discourse, the 

information society provides the tools and the mechanisms for more democratic governance.  

The Dark side of Transparency  

However, the infosphere has made transparency – the cherished ethical value by both NPM 

and the new governance – both an opportunity and a constraint. Open record laws have made 

government information – including people‘s private and sensitive information such as 

medical records and social security numbers – accessible to the public. These laws often 

conflict with confidentiality and privacy protection laws. Taken into consideration 

cyber-crimes and attacks, transparency may result in unintended consequences for both 

network actors and the public in general.  

The recent cyber-attacks have recently shown that enormous cloud servers, in which data 

from various communication activities (phone calls, emails, text messages, social media 

activities, etc.) of millions of individuals around the globe are collected and stored, can be 

breached. Thus, ―data are leaky, and they escape in unexpected ways be it through errors, 

hacks, or whistleblowing‖ (Boyd & Crawford 2012, p. 1666).  

The challenge to governance networks is to enhance transparency without violating privacy, 

and to provide legal protections to assure fair treatment for both network actors and the 

public. After all, information resources are an important asset of any organization, whether 

public or private. Any misuse or abuse of information may generate undesirable 

consequences. As such, information integrity is critical to the well-being and well-functioning 

of governance networks. Inaccurate or incomplete information may result in misguided or 

ill-advised decisions that could have, otherwise, been avoided (Posthumus & Von Solms, 

2004).  

5. Guidelines for Managers in Governance Networks  

PA scholars have acknowledged the importance of the role of public and private mangers in 

managing networks (Agranoff & McGuire, 2001; McGuire, Agranoff, & Silvia, 2010; 

Milward & Provan, 2003; O‘Toole, 1997a). This role goes beyond the role of public mangers 

in traditional bureaucracies. Managers of governance networks are expected to negotiate; to 

align goals; to integrate strategies; to build trust; to promote collaboration; to provide 

incentives for joint efforts; and to nurture ethical organizational cultures. 

To ensure the well-functioning of governance networks, network managers should pay due 

attention to the relationship between networks and the citizenry. Improving citizen 

participation requires taking information integrity and security seriously. In this sense, 

information security should be a priority and a responsibility of governance networks. As 

such, information security should not be viewed as a purely ―technical concern‖ but as a 

―strategic concern‖ (Posthumus & Floridi, 2004, p. 638). This requires that all collaborative 
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stakeholders, including citizens, understand the importance of information security and all 

sorts of risks that affect it.  

In the same vein, overcoming the ethical challenges that come along with the use of ICTs 

entails that governance networks conform to the ethics of the infosphere – the ecological 

ethics that governs the use, access, and dissemination of information in the information 

society (Floridi, 2014; Ramadhan, Sensuse, & Arymurthy, 2011).  This can be achieved by 

developing a well-articulated and detailed ethical statement for the proper use of ICTs either 

by network actors or by the public; by embedding protection mechanisms for the use, access, 

and dissemination of information; by raising awareness about the ethical dimension of the use 

of ICTs among network actors and stakeholders; and by taking preventive measures as 

determined by laws against any misuse or abuse of information. In short, addressing the 

ethical dimension of the use of ICTs requires joint efforts not only of network actors and 

service providers but also of regulatory bodies and individual users. Ensuring information 

security is fundamental to enhance trust and to improve the quality of decisions.  

Improving the outcomes of citizen participation through the use of ICTs also requires that 

government takes serious actions to reduce digital inequalities (Halford & Savage, 2010; 

Robinson et al., 2015) or the digital divide between the haves and the have nots. This can be 

achieved by developing communication platforms that can be accessed by everyone, so that 

every citizen will have the opportunity to enhance his life choices by participating in the 

decision process. 

In short, the proper use of ICTs will help governance networks in promoting transparency 

while protecting privacy; fostering trust within and outside networks; nurturing ethical 

environment whereby achieving the public good is the higher ideal and the ultimate objective 

of all actors in the network structure; and promoting more democratic settings through citizen 

participation – these settings will promote better informed citizenry, enhanced accountability, 

equity, and responsiveness to public preferences. 

Based on the argument made in this paper, we offer a set of propositions and a framework to 

be empirically assessed by future research. 

Proposition 1 – Increased citizen participation through ICTs will improve the quality of 

network decision in policy networks. 

Proposition 2 – Increased citizen participation through ICTs will improve the quality of 

delivered services. This will result in increased citizen satisfaction with government 

performance. 

Proposition 3 – Citizen participation through ICTs will enhance the formation of social 

capital which, in turn, will improve the legitimacy of policy decisions and implementation as 

well as enhance democratic accountability. 

Proposition 4 – Information sharing among network actors through ICTs will increase trust 

within networks which, in turn, will improve network performance. 

Proposition 5 – Transparency of network decisions and activities will reduce citizen distrust 
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in government performance.  

Proposition 6 – Improving information security will enhance citizen participation. This, in 

turn, will provide more inputs, resulting in more informed decisions. 

Proposition 7 – Improving information security will improve information sharing within 

networks, and, eventually, generate better decisions and, hence, better network performance. 

 

Figure 1. Citizen Participation and use of Information and Communication Technologies 

(ICTs) by Government 

6. Conclusion 

Writing more than 60 years ago, Dwight Waldo wrote that ―democracy is very much more 

than the political context in which public administration is carried out‖ (Cited in O‘Toole, 

1997b, p. 443). This paper argues that the new governance does not constitute a departure 

from the democratic ethos that traditional Public Administration sought to cherish, but a 

reassertion of this ethos in a way that speaks to the new reality of our time. The argument that 

we sought to develop in this paper is that the information society holds the promise to 

promote a better governance that is more compatible with the democratic ideals of our society. 

The extension of the cyber-sphere to citizens and citizen discourse is not merely a function of 

the technological advances. Citizen engagement via discourse is a precursor to the 

introduction of ICTs for improving participation in the public sphere (Dahlberg, 2001). As 

such, enhancing citizen participation through the use of ICTs will not only add to the quality 
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of the services they receive, but will also make democracy work more properly in our vexing 

times. In this sense, ICTs can be viewed as a tool for democracy. However, like any tool, if it 

is not properly used, it would generate undesirable consequences.  

In the age of drones, cyber surveillance (West and Bowman 2016), and ICTs more attention 

should be paid to the ethical prospects and problems that may arise from the use of these 

technologies in order to get the best out of them. Therefore, in order to promote citizen 

participation through the use of ICTs, government is called upon not only to provide the 

necessary infrastructure and the easy and inexpensive access to these technologies, but also to 

invest in the integrity and security of shared data thus, ultimately, providing a safe zone for 

grassroots participation.  
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