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Following decades of a hands-off, neoliberal approach that relied on market forces to drive
technological progress and digital industries to self-regulate, there is now growing
recognition in EU policy circles that governments must play a more active role in shaping
digital markets. Amid a wave of digital regulation—including the Digital Services Act (DSA),
the Digital Markets Act (DMA), and, most recently, the Al Act—the EU has taken steps to
mitigate risks and harms in the digital economy and to improve the contestability and
fairness of digital markets. But regulation alone cannot transform a digital economy
characterized by corporate capture and technological dependency on a handful of mostly
US-based companies. Any real transformation must be complemented by substantial
investment in digital infrastructures.

The idea of digital public infrastructure (DPI) captures much of the current sentiment
about what needs to be done to address some of the pathologies of digital markets. While
the concept of DPI carries a lot of promise, its ambiguous and evolving nature also
introduces challenges, chief among them the risk of forgetting that digitalization and
“digital innovation” are not ends in themselves. As the discussion about new industrial
policy in the EU unfolds and the idea of digital public infrastructure attracts the attention
of European policymakers and civil society, these risks must be recognized and addressed.
This requires shifting the focus from “digital” to “public” and moving away from the
technosolutionist mindset that has shaped the EU’s approach to digital innovation.
Technosolutionism, which overlooks the complexities of human behavior and
wide-ranging systemic issues, is characterized by the belief that technology alone can
solve societal problems.
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Over the past couple of years, various actors from the UN?% to Mastercard?™ have
championed digital public infrastructure. The concept of DPI has become influential due
to the efforts of the Indian government and its work on digital identity, e-commerce, and
payment systems.?" India has conceptualized DPI as open and interoperable technologies
that facilitate essential functions for the delivery of public services. A closer look at the
idea of DPI reveals that its proponents speak of an array of technological components and
areas of desired intervention. While the Indian Stack is a major source of inspiration for
advocates of DPI, there are alternative ways of framing the demand for digital
infrastructure that serves the public. In our work, we identified several other approaches
to digital public infrastructure.?™ Notably, Ethan Zuckerman defined it as “infrastructures
that let us engage in public and civic life in digital spaces.”?™ For him, key components of
digital public infrastructure include social media networks, discovery tools, and revenue
systems. Another important contribution to the debate on digital infrastructures
championed by the Sovereign Tech Fund funded by the German government®" is one that
highlights the need to safeguard the resilience of the open-source layers within the
internet stack to withstand disruptions such as security threats, technical failures, or
attempts to limit openness. A strong emphasis on the openness of online resources also
guides the work of the Digital Public Goods Alliance.?™ A looming question in the
discussion on DPI is whether it should only encompass the immaterial (i.e., purely digital)
components of the internet stack, such as protocols or software; or also reach deeper,
physical layers.

While a certain ambiguity around digital public infrastructure helps bring together under
the same banner a bigger coalition of stakeholders, it also creates challenges. For
example, whether we refer to the internet stack’s material or immaterial layers affects the
investment scale needed. Related to that, approaches that only look at the application
layer run the risk of ignoring structural dependencies and concentration of power at the
deeper levels of the stack. More fundamentally, however, the ambiguity might conceal the
fact that the priorities of those implementing DPI do not align. In the past, this risk
manifested itself, for example, in the case of India’s Aadhaar, the world’s largest biometric
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ID system, which faced criticism regarding security, privacy, exclusion of vulnerable
citizens from public services, and the exploitation of data.?' This challenge becomes
particularly acute when efforts around DPI focus too much on technical issues and less on
the social embeddedness of technologies, turning digital innovation into an end in itself.

To avoid this pitfall and to differentiate from some of the narrower definitions of DPI?" that
concentrate on a selected number of services, we prefer to use the term “public digital
infrastructure.”? This concept describes digital infrastructure designed to maximize
public value by combining public attributes (unrestricted access enabled by openness and
interoperability) with public functions (social and economic functions that empower and
support people and institutions, including governmental bodies but also institutions like
libraries and museums) and public ownership (government or civic participation in the
production, funding, and control of the infrastructure). The intention of this complex
unpacking of what “public” means, inspired by Mariana Mazzucato’s work,?* is to shift the
focus of the debate from the technical aspects of infrastructure (i.e., making things
digital) to its social relevance (i.e., making things public). Maximizing public value is
essential, especially in today’s context, where an ambitious industrial policy that EU
policymakers are planning to pursue could further exacerbate the dangers of a
technosolutionist approach to innovation. The concern is that the EU will funnel resources
into solutions shrouded by hype and adopt an “arms race” mentality around certain digital
technologies, Al in particular.??° This would be the worst possible outcome of recognizing
and acting on the need for a more active role of the state in shaping the digital economy.

Rather than fixating on speculative future needs, such as virtual worlds or “Internet 4.0,"%*'
the EU must address its dependencies on digital infrastructures provided by the US-based
hyperscalers who operate their own services on top of their infrastructures. The priority
should be supporting a sustainable digital environment that puts people in control and
allows them to flourish and enjoy their rights online.??? Europe needs alternatives to Big
Tech systems, including but not limited to cloud, online platforms, app stores, social
media, collaborative and communication tools, advertising infrastructure, and so on. Such
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alternatives should not simply replicate the “foreign” big-tech paradigm. Instead, they
should be based on collective governance and nonextractive economic models.??*

Creating these alternatives will only be possible by first understanding why past projects
aimed at “digital sovereignty” have failed.?** So far, Europe’s approach to supporting public
digital infrastructure has been fragmented across different funding mechanisms, many of
which, including the flagship Horizon Europe and Digital Europe programs, follow an
innovation-driven and project-based model, often providing only short-term funding that
is poorly suited to sustainable infrastructure maintenance.?®

This approach to funding PDI needs an overhaul. If the EU is serious about “tech
sovereignty,"?? it must confront, through strategic investment, the fundamental
mismatch between the interests of a small number of US and China-based corporations
on one hand, and the health of European democracies on the other. Europe must move
beyond its technosolutionist and fragmented approach and adopt a holistic strategy for
public digital infrastructure. Without taking this step, it will never be an independent and
sovereign player in the digital economy, but will simply remain a playground for Big Tech.
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