Dossier on:

Proposal for a Sovereign and
Democratic Digitalisation of Europe
Reflection Paper commissioned by

David Sassoli to the team led by
Simona Levi (Xnet)



Proposal for a Sovereignh and
Democratic Digitalisation of Europe

Reflection Paper commissioned by
David Sassoli to the team led by
Simona Levi (Xnet)

Publications Office  of the  European Union  (December  2021)
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/dae77969-7812-11ec-
9136-01aa75ed71a1

David Sassoli worked tirelessly for “a digital transformation that has at its core
people and their rights”. This report, which was commissioned by him, is part of
his legacy, which we now wish to see expanded and realised.

Digital transformation is currently at the heart of the European agenda. Based on
a case study, this report has identified a number of shortcomings related to the
foundations on which societies are being digitalised. These shortcomings can
undermine the benefits of valuable and distributed human capabilities, and even
human rights themselves. The report analyses the situation and the efforts
already under-way in the EU; proposes policy recommendations and three
actions/prototypes as correctives for the main shortcomings identified, with the
aim of fostering digitalisation that reaches all citizens in a democratic way.
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1 - Proposal for a Sovereign and Democratic Digitalisation of
Europe: a summary

This report sets out the basic vocabulary for a democratic digital transition that
puts human rights at its core, by design and by default.

In doing so, it focuses on aspects of digitalisation that are often taken for granted.
However, the lack of consideration on these can significantly jeopardise the rights
and sovereignty of European citizens.

These aspects often fail to be included in major digital strategies, yet are what
make every day digital life possible. Aspects such as, of course, internet
access, but also content creation and storage, online interpersonal
communication, and browsing itself.

The digitalisation of societies has been constructed on weak foundations, based
on the penetration of large private actors, the so-called ‘Big Tech’, and on the
impossibility of auditing the code which it is being built on.

The EU has a historical advantage over the rest of the world in renewing the
notion of digital sovereignty in a way that included key elements such as the right
to privacy. This should permit to effectively extend digital sovereignty to the
smallest co-responsible unit of democratic architecture: the citizen.

Based on a successful case study (the pilot of Xnet’ Plan for the Democratic
Digitalisation of Education in the city of Barcelona), this report highlights some
of the shortcomings in EU institutional designs for digital transformation,
identifying areas of conflict, vulnerabilities and contradictions and provide
recommendations and solutions in two main areas:

A - Flaws in the foundation of the digitalisation process in the European Union

Flaws that affect the foundations of digitalisation in the EU leads it away from the
democratic values that the Union holds. The report identifies and explores
these, and also proposes three concrete solutions in areas such as the digital
tools with which we operate in everyday life (Action/Prototype 1); interpersonal
communication (Action/Prototype 2); and Internet browsing (Action/Prototype 3).
In addition, shortcomings and correctives in the fight against the financial and
territorial digital divide are analysed.

B - Dysfunctions in the digitalisation process financing of the European Union

Dysfunctions in the financing of EU digitalisation contravene the very rules the
Union has set itself, something which is hampering the development of Europe’s
digital economy and talent. As a necessary condition for meeting the objectives
of democratic digitalisation in general, and of the proposed actions/prototypes in
particular, this report analyses issues related to digital entrepreneurship at a wide
range of scales, and offers corrective recommendations.



2 - The legacy of David Sassoli

President of the European Parliament from 2019 until his premature death in
January 2022

We need to see deep reflection and political action in tune with
a form of digital transformation that has at its core people and
their rights, implementing protocols and open infrastructures to
make technology an opportunity for the many and not a
privilege of the few.

The EU needs to invest in creating its own alternatives in the
management of strategic infrastructures for the economy of the
future in order to be able to build a digital society that respects
rights, is innovative and gives citizens a voice in decision-
making.

David Sassoli - EUCO, October 2020

We are too accustomed to thinking of the Web in terms of
platforms and algorithms, and less in terms of rights. What we
need is to offer democratic answers to questions that may
seem technical when in fact they are not.

These circumstances now bestow upon the European Union
the responsibility of being the point of reference for defining
access rights. COVID-19 has laid bare what was already
evident: digitalisation will not wait. It is not a question of
whether it will happen, but rather whether it will be for
everyone.

New leadership of the dialogue between public institutions,
businesses and citizens is indispensable if we are to promote
distributive and non-monopolistic logics.

This is why it is necessary to find a path towards digitalisation
tailored to humanity.

Per una digitalizzazione a misura di
umanita David Sassoli, July 2020 [1]

David Sassoli was a man of deeply democratic convictions, convictions that he
put into practice in all spheres of political action, from strengthening the role and
dignity of the institution he represented to cultivating a rare intuition in fields that
until relatively recently have escaped the radar of institutional politics.

Before many others, David Sassoli saw the digital transition as a crucial
opportunity to further democracy and the rights of European citizens. As he said
in one of the many statements and speeches he made on these issues during his



term in office: “Democracy will only advance if the Internet and the digital
environment are also democratised” [2].

The prominent role played by Sassoli in this field has not gone unnoticed, and
can be considered part of his political legacy. The European Commission itself
has recalled this fact in the draft “Declaration of digital principles and rights to
guide the digital transformation in the Union”, in which they underline Sassoli’'s
pioneering role in promoting Internet access as a human right.

David Sassoli’'s involvement in the issue of access is attested to by his
correspondence with professor and politician Romano Prodi —published in La
Reppublica [3]— which culminated in a meeting organised by the former as part
of the Ideas for Change cycle of debates. This meeting which took the title of
“Internet access: a new human right” [4] brought together David Sassoli, Romano
Prodi, Ursula von der Leyen president of the European Commission, Sir Tim
Berners Lee founder of the World Wide Web, and Simona Levi founder of Xnet /
Institute for Democratic Digitalisation in the Digital Age and author of this report.

This report has been developed from this meeting and was commissioned by the
then President of the European Parliament.

“Proposal for a sovereign and democratic digitisation of Europe” was ready for
publication in December 2021. It was published as a Reflection Paper, and is
available from the Publications Office of the European Union [5].

Its presentation, planned for January by David Sassoli, unfortunately could not
take place at that time due to his tragic death.



3 - Proposal for a Sovereign and Democratic Digitalisation of
Europe: key points and the importance of the report

- It analyses essential digitalisation infrastructures for everyday life that the
Union is not sufficiently including in its strategies.

- It addresses the necessary conditions, and identifies the main obstacles to
sustainable and inclusive democratic and sovereign digitalisation, and identifies
a wide range of issues for urgent consideration by institutions.

- It defines quality access as a prerequisite for digitalisation, and offers a
reasoned review of issues and solutions as it stands at the moment.

- It places auditable software and interoperability at the heart of the response
to democratic digitalisation, including from the point of view of the right to
entrepreneurship and European economic growth, underlining the socio-
economic dimensions that could follow its implementation: it has an anti-
monopoly component; it is a vehicle for redistribution of opportunities;
when it comes to public investment, it guarantees the maximum social return;
it stimulates innovation; etc.

- It places democratic digitalisation by design and by default at the heart of the
post-pandemic economic recovery, drawing a virtuous circle between
entrepreneurship, public investment and administrations, which focuses on the
creation of a new digital business ecosystem, the promotion of co-creation and
local talent, and the democratisation of the right to enterprise and fair
competition.

- It identifies an important set of factors that hinder such a virtuous circle, and
that are de facto excluding a significant part of society from the digital
transformation by preventing them from participating in its deployment,
contradicting any notion of inclusive digitalisation.

- It shows that a European regulatory framework exists that would favour
distributed digital entrepreneurship, thus redistributing public resources and
discouraging monopolies, but which is not adequately enforced.

- It vindicates the potential of the Internet for the advancement of democracy,
a new culture of governance and the correction of asymmetries.

- It improves the most common meanings of digital sovereignty, and puts
forward a notion of European digital sovereignty based on the ability of individuals
to take control over their own digital destiny.

- To address these issues, it proposes concrete prototype-based solutions
for Internet access; content creation and storage; online interpersonal
communication; and browsing.

The feasibility of these solutions has been demonstrated by the success of one
of the prototypes already under-way: a pioneering project for the digitalisation
of schools with an emphasis on data sovereignty, interoperability and the digital
rights of the entire education community (pupils, teachers and families). Based
on the Plan for the Democratic Digitalisation of Education designed by Xnet
and a group of families, it has been supported by the Directorate for Democratic
Innovation and the Commission for Digital Innovation of Barcelona City Council
and the Barcelona Education Consortium [6].



The result, the DD education suite, was presented last year, and was
heralded in the press with headlines such as “Barcelona lays the foundations
to end Google’s monopoly in the classroom” [7]. Since its submission, the number
of applications to implement DD throughout the territory has multiplied.

The tools used to create alternatives already exist, but institutional commitment
is needed to ensure their implementation, improvement and adaptation. DD
experience also shows that society is concerned about the dominant model of
digitalisation, and that it is capable of verbalising and seeking alternatives to a
form of digitalisation whose benefits raise serious doubts on many sensitive
aspects.

The digital age offers opportunities for the advancement of democracy that have
not yet been fully exploited. The question here is not whether digital
transformation will be fulfilled or not, but whether it will be democratic, inclusive,
respect fundamental rights, and therefore be beneficial to all.



4 - Proposal for a Sovereign and Democratic Digitalisation of
Europe: index of contents

Framework

- Digital transformation as cooperation and better democracy.

- The non-discriminatory origins of the Internet.

- Digital sovereignty from the perspective of the EU and Member States.
- Digital sovereignty from the public perspective.

Virtues and shortcomings in the current trends of EU institutions

- Brief critical analysis of key infrastructure trends related to EU digital
sovereignty.

- Brief critical analysis of the main EU regulations, institutional strategies
and policies related to digital sovereignty.

Structural policy failures

- Essential digitalisation infrastructures of everyday life excluded from the
institutional design of EU strategies.

- Internet access as a right.

- The geographical and economic digital divide.

- The digitalisation of education: a case study.

- A system for interpersonal communication, today known as email.

- Browsing the Internet.

Sustainability of the sovereign and democratic digitalisation of Europe

- Public code versus monopolies.

- Public procurement in the Member States and democratisation of
company law.

- The consequences of policies that allow essential services to be digitalised
with “free” products: a competition-law perspective.

Path for solutions - Actions/prototypes

Centered on Internet access; content creation and storage; online
interpersonal communication; and browsing.
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