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Cosmo-local work:
Organisational practices

for equitable and sustainable living
Rising inequality and an unprecedented 
environmental degradation may be the 
most pressing issues of our times. Em-
powered by modern information and 
communication technologies, individu-
als and communities around the globe 
have engaged in activity that exceeds 
traditional forms of activism. Instead 
they have devised novel con�gurations 
of working and producing together 
within a framework of openness, equity 
and sustainability. This type of produc-
tion is aggregated under the term com-
mons-based peer production and the 
organisational model is codi�ed as 
Design Global - Manufacture Local.

This handbook explores such practices 
through four indicative cases of com-
munities, which engage in differing pro-
ductive activity but are driven by the 
same values. It is not a comprehensive 
guide on how to do things. Instead it 
offers critical insight stemming from 
four distinct, yet similar in ethos and 
overarching goals, exemplary initiatives 

which utilise their respective local dy-
namics as well as globally produced 
knowledge and resources to engage in 
productive activity. This activity is 
unique both in organisational con�gu-
ration and produced artefacts. More de-
tails on these cases will be offered in 
the handbook along with visual aids  for 
their unique characteristics which may 
help re-shape how we work and pro-
duce in society.

First things �rst though! A certain level 
of disambiguation is in order.�
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Peer to peer is a type of organisational 
architecture that partitions and distrib-
utes workloads amongst peers. The 
term originates in computer networks 
popularised by �le sharing systems in 
the late 1990s (like Napster). Peers 
share resources and power without the 
use of a central administration node 
making this type of network more resil-
ient and scalable. So it is fairly easy to 
see how this model has inspired the ap-
plication of similar structures in other 
areas of societal activity as well as the 
creation of a philosophical movement 
for the creation of a social structure 
that is made possible through informa-
tion and communication technologies.

a commons. Meaning communal re-
sources, administered by its users 
based on mutually agreed upon regula-
tions and customs. 

The commons could potentially be con-
sidered “rivalrous goods” (like �sheries) 
that cannot be attained by more that 
one person at a time or “non-rival 
goods”, where use may be simultane-
ous by multiple individuals without any 
value depletion (in fact, value is in-
creased like for instance open source 
software whose code is improved upon 
by multiple users). Here, the focus is 
placed primarily on the latter category.
Meaning that the creative output of the 
cases presented is primarily digital 
commons.

There is a growing ecosystem of CBPP 
initiatives: from the free encyclopedia 
Wikipedia to open source software 
projects, to open hardware communi-
ties, which produce from low-cost 3D 
printed prosthetic arms to agricultural 
tools and machines, to small-scale wind 
and hydro-electric power generators. 
While the term was originally intro-
duced to describe internet-based intel-
lectual work, it has greatly expanded in 
scope over the years. Only one of the 

Design Global - Manufacture Local 
(hereafter DG-ML) is an organisational 
and production con�guration which 
encapsulates the common features 
identi�ed in all CBPP initiatives. These 
features are brie�y mentioned in its 
name. Contrary to the industrial logic of 
limiting intellectual property and trans-
national supply chains that enable mas-
sive economies of scale, it promotes 
global access to industrial knowledge 
and localised physical construction. 
Meaning that design of technologies 
and products may take place collabora-
tively, with the assistance of informa-
tion and small-scale fabrication tech-

Commons-based peer production 
(hereafter CBPP) describes a produc-
tion system, powered by information 
and communication technologies, in 
which individuals are free to co-operate 
and co-create. Their creative output is 

cases presented in this handbook en-
gages in this sort of activity speci�cally. 
The rest produce predominantly (but 
not exclusively) open source hardware. 
This illustrates the adaptability of this 
model of production through various 
con�gurations. One of the con�gura-
tions is presented next. 

What is P2P ?

What is

commons-based 

peer production?

What is Design Global 

- Manufacture Local?

nologies (both precision tools like 3D 
printers and laser cutters and tradi-
tional low tech equipment), in a global 
scale while at the same time adapted 
for local manufacturing according to 
speci�c needs and preferences. 

This type of con�guration is comple-
mentary to the concept of circular 
economies as it makes smaller, regional 
cycles or production/repair/recycling 
possible. Furthermore, it rejects the 
decontextualisation of inputs – outputs 
in the industrial process and their 
related externalities,which may harm 
communities and the environment alike, 
as it is geared towards sustainability 
and well-being rather than �nancial 
growth.
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Case
studies

As previously mentioned, the cases 
presented here are not exhaustive of all 
possible organisational practices asso-
ciated with DG-ML. Instead they pro-
vide some unique, real world exemplars 
of alternative organisational structures. 
Their experience allows for the envi-
sioning of a wider structural shift in so-
ciety with a focus on sustainability, au-
tonomy and well-being.

However, national, regional and local 
political and economic conditions as 
well as cultural factors in the cases pre-
sented need to be accounted for. Each 
unique set of conditions in combination 
with the special characteristics of the 
initiatives allow their emergence in the 
�rst place, so the re-creation of identi-
cal or even similar initiatives in different 
contexts would be quite a dif�cult task. 

So here, rather than providing a how-to 
guide with one size �ts all proposals we 
aim to elicit certain insights stemming 
from these diverse con�gurations with 
regards to the qualitative factors that 
made them possible, the entrepreneur-
ial ecosystems developed around them, 
as well as policy recommendations that 
would allow more of them to  not only 
emerge but also thrive.

Each case will be brie�y described fol-
lowed by a discussion which attempts 
to pinpoint the lessons learned. Namely 
these are Farm Hack, L’atelier paysan, 
Sensorica and Enspiral.

Farm Hack is a network of farmers, pri-
marily in the USA, that develop and 
openly share designs for agricultural 
tools, methods and machinery. It was 
originally conceived as an event/gather-
ing of farmers, engineers, designers, ac-
tivists to brainstorm ideas and form 
partnerships to tackle certain farmer 
problems. 

Its success led to further events, which 
were supported by certain sustainable 
agriculture non-pro�ts, as well as the 
creation of a wiki-like platform that acts 
as a tool library of open source solutions 
as well as a point of convergence for the 
large and widely distributed Farm Hack 
community. Farmers active in this com-
munity have access to the tool designs 
and know-how of their  peers and simi-
larly share their own inventions and ad-
aptations of tools. In that sense, Farm 
Hack is emblematic of the DG-ML 
framework.

While originally lacking any legal organ-
isational form, over time Farm Hack 
became an non-pro�t itself with the 
goal to bring farmers and non-farmer 
allies together in order to create the 
tools for open, autonomous and sus-
tainable practices in agriculture. Having 

Case studies Farm Hack
said that, there is no formal organisa-
tional structure. As a non-pro�t there is 
a board of directors, however its role is 
largely nominal. Instead, all members of 
the community are free to contribute in 
decision-making processes. 

Practically, this means that the mem-
bers most engaged in Farm Hack end 
up being the ones most involved in the 
organisational structure - a do-ocracy of 
sorts. As far as the productive processes 
are concerned, given the limited avail-
ability of monetary resources, activity 
takes place when and where possible. 

Practically this means the community is 
highly decentralised. Farm Hack events 
are organised independently across the 
US (but also across the globe) by mem-
bers or af�liated organisations. The 
platform, as the point of reference, pro-
vides a blueprint for these events as well 
as the templates for the documentation 
of the technological output of these 
events. In this sense, Farm Hack follows 
closely the peer production processes 
of open source software.

At the same time, certain members of 
the community are more active in the 
development process than others and 
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contrary to software, hardware requires 
signi�cantly more resources to  develop. 

In order for them to secure the neces-
sary resources for their activity but also 
achieve personal sustainability an entre-
preneurial ecosystem is emerging 
around within the community. Methods 
include crowdfunding campaigns, train-
ing workshops, manufacturing or repair 
services to other farmers, bidding for 
support grants for agriculture, selling 
the tools themselves or partly assem-
bled kits. 

This is a side of Farm Hack which is still 
being developed and a best course of 
action has not yet been determined. The 
methods are not always successful, 
making  sustained activity in the com-
munity a struggle. However, engaging in 
alternative/social entrepreneurial work 
within a community is viewed preferable 
to doing so alone. 

For instance, it would be a worse busi-
ness plan to solely take the develop-
ment costs up for a tool rather than 
sharing it with its users. Furthermore, if 
there are multiple designs on Farm Hack 
an entrepreneur/farmer may offer to 
manufacture designs other than their 

own. Also the platform enables the ca-
pacity for feedback to further improve 
on their tools. Either way, the organisa-
tional peculiarities of the Farm Hack 
case allow for entrepreneurial activity 
that is not driven by pro�t maximization 
but rather on a relationship which is 
based on mutual values, understanding 
and support.
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Farmers

Farm Hack Events

Market Interactions
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L’atelier paysan
L’atelier paysan is another farming ini-
tiative, in France, which similarly to 
Farm Hack develops and openly shares 
tools for small scale, organic agriculture. 
It began as a subgroup of an organic 
farming association but after activities 
intensi�ed, it became an non-pro�t co-
operative. This means its shareholders 
receive no dividends and the shares are 
not re-invested.  Any positive balance 
the cooperative has every year is trans-
ferred into an indivisible reserve which 
funds their activities. Acquiring a share 
provides the shareholder with the ca-
pacity to participate in the deci-
sion-making and visioning of the coop, 
not much else.

While the technological output as well 
as the values of Farm Hack and L’atelier 
paysan are indeed similar (if not the 
same) they organisational structure and 
operational capacities are quite differ-
ent for a number of socioeconomic and 
cultural reasons. 

Let’s explore an example. Being in 
France, which has a social welfare net 
(albeit one that is deteriorating due to 
austerity) with various support struc-
tures, means that the organisation man-
ages to secure state funding to a large 
degree. That may be through EU, na-
tional and regional structural funding 
for agriculture. Or a special mutualised 
state fund for vocational training and 
skill development, as well as crowdfund-
ing and donations from other social soli-
darity groups active in the country.

Activity is boosted by those resources. 
Training workshops which are conduct-
ed throughout France with the assis-
tance of three fully equipped trucks that 
function as mobile workstations. These 
workshops last three to �ve days take 
place in farms, warehouses or any other 
suitable space. The nature, location and 
time of the workshops are de�ned by 
the farmers themselves at the end of 
each year according to their speci�c 
needs and time availability.

Farmers

Operations Group

Workshop

Platform
Co-op
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This allows for the fruition of an en-
hanced collaborative development 
mode which is entirely driven by farmer 
input and facilitated in every step by in-
dividuals with the necessary skill sets 
(engineers, designers, developers etc)

All this leads to a signi�cant volume of 
technological output and community 
mobilisation as well as superior quality 
of tools and comprehensive documen-
tation compared to the frugal and au-
tonomous activity in Farm Hack. How-
ever it also means that there is a certain 
degree of professionalisation and cen-
tralisation of activity. Which ultimately 
reduces independent initiative. The 
coop acts as a conduit which permeates 
all levels of activity.

At any rate, the coop’s business model 
is unique to the speci�cities of small 
scale organic agriculture and adapted 
to the opportunities and resources 
available in the French context. It allows 
them to engage in intensive research 
and development without having to rely 
on an aggressive commercialisation 
model but rather to extract market re-
sources and redirect them into socially 
driven goals.

The workshops involve learning of man-
ufacturing skills through the build of 
certain tools and machinery (for which 
farmers can provide funds for the mate-
rials and get to keep the machine(s) at 
the end of the workshop) or the collab-
orative prototyping of new tools. 

Either way, they are always initiated by 
the farmers. At least a group of 5 people 
need to be assembled with a speci�c 
solution in mind. Then l'atelier paysan 
provides assistance in the development 
of the solution in the form of individuals 
which act as guides or "Sherpas" in the 
process. Typically they provide design, 
engineering or similar skills which the 
farmers themselves may lack.

The aforementioned vocational training 
scheme allows L'Atelier Paysan to 
charge for attendance in these work-
shops and then secure reimbursements 
for most of the contribution each farmer 
makes.

Furthermore, the state funding enables 
the coop to hire an operational group, 
which involves engineers and communi-
ty workers, in order to facilitate/assist 
the collaborative design, manufacturing 
and testing of new technologies as well 
as other community dissemination ac-
tivities like gatherings, expos etc.

L’atelier
paysan6



Sensorica
Sensorica is an open collaborative net-
work, formed in 2011 in Montreal (Cana-
da). Their work revolves around the 
design and deployment of open source 
sensors and sense-making systems. 
These are typically equipment used in 
laboratory research, though not exclu-
sively. Like many initiatives of this type, 
sensorica draws inspiration from 
open-source software projects and its 
vision has been to devise an appropriate 
business model and support infrastruc-
tures to make such forms of production 
economically sustainable.

Sensorica is an enterprise of signi�cant 
complexity compared to typical com-
mercial ones. It is both a production 
network and a commons-oriented com-
munity, but also a commercial opera-
tion. The individuals (software develop-

ers, engineers, researchers, lawyers etc) 
and organisations within the network 
that pool resources and develop proj-
ects are driven more by intrinsic goals 
than �nancial remuneration. 

“Exchange �rms” introduce these inno-
vative projects to the market in order to 
generate incomes. These are indepen-
dent internal or external business enti-
ties that support all relevant operations, 
like marketing, sales and logistics, but 
also hold legal, ethical and quality stan-
dard responsibility for these commer-
cialised projects. These operations are 
fully transparent to the community and 
they are entrusted with serving the in-
terests of the network as a whole. 

The Sensorica community de�nes itself 
as an “Open Value Network” (OVN). It is 
an adaptive, decentralized and based 
on distributed decision-making pro-
cesses organisation. It is built on three 
principles: open membership; transpar-
ency and variety of contributions. Open 
membership means members (which 
may be non-pro�ts, government enti-
ties, enterprises or even other OVNs)  
can join or depart from the network 
freely and/or join, acquire or form their 
own enterprises. Transparency means 
access to information, knowledge and 
processes. And variety of contributions 

Sensorica Members

Collectives

Companies 

Digital Commons

Products

Exchange Firm

Sensorica CommunityNon Pro�t - Custodian

MarketProducts
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re�ects the broad spectrum of what is 
de�ned as a contribution.
Like materials (resources, tools, con-
sumables, etc.) or immaterial inputs 
(time, effort, information, etc.) or capital 
(investments, physical spaces, infra-
structure, etc.).

Its economic system is based on large 
scale collaboration and customised pro-
duction to create economies of scope 
that offer innovative solutions and re-
duced time-to-market for their output, 
making the model competitive in 
market terms. Simultaneously, it pro-
vides a way for open source projects to 
capture, manage and distribute �nancial 
rewards to the contributors; deal with 
trust related issues; support a formal 
legal structure, brand and effective 
business strategy.

The OVN’s infrastructure is supported 
by three main interconnected systems. 
A contribution accounting system, 
which records and evaluates member 
input and revenues in proportion to 
every contribution, a reputation system, 
which accounts for the behavior within 
the community and evaluates merit ac-
cording to collective interest; and a role 
system, which dispenses varying activi-
ties among agents, based on skills and 
interests.

Value here is, of course, more broadly 
de�ned than simply pro�t. The various 
conceptions of value in the systems are 
made commensurable through a value 
equation system, which offers a per-
centage of the gross revenue to each 
contributor in the form of ‘�uid equity’. 
When exchange value is created in the 
market, the accounting system redis-
tributes the revenue to the contributors.
Typically government grants or market 
operations generate income. Through 
the system, revenue �ows to contribu-
tors according to quality of contribu-
tion. The quality is determined via peer 
review techniques and self-logging, 
which eliminates rent-seeking tactics 
but also supports the network’s opera-
tions and its contributors. 

Sensorica utilises a unique manage-
ment/planning structure to manage the 
complex operations of an OVN. It col-
lects and interprets data from the vary-
ing activities in the network and links 
them to speci�c resources, events and 
agents to follow the contributed value 
on resource level. Every component is 
connected with everything else. Eco-
nomic agents are associated with other 
agents and participate in differing pro-
cesses, exchanges or transfers. These 
alter the state of resources by using, 
citing, consuming, creating or transfer-

ring them. One resource may be an 
output from one event and then an 
input to another. And all connected to a 
resource �ow.

Overall, this completes the functionality 
of the accounting system by enabling 
the re-use of resources in different con-
texts. As far as CBPP is concerned, this 
is particularly relevant as it is built upon 
(the by de�nition abundant) digital 
commons which may tapped be upon 
simultaneously. This continuous utilisa-
tion increases the overall use value for 
the network as well, as it taps into the 
advantages of network effects as it sus-
tains the diverse underlying structures.

Sensorica8



Enspiral
Enspiral is community of companies and 
individuals whose work focuses on 
“stuff that matters”. The network was 
initiated in 2008 with its �rst motivation 
being to create the space for individuals 
of various skills to invest time and re-
sources on socially oriented projects. To 
this end, initially a small group of free-
lancers, inspired by open source soft-
ware, started experimenting with differ-
ent modes and structures of cooperat-
ing to produce resources and manage 
time.

Over the years, Enspiral has expanded 
signi�cantly to include professionals 
from various �elds (like lawyers, �nance 
experts, software engineers, trainers 
etc) which aggregate resources to 
create digital and knowledge commons. 
Its organisational structure and tools 
have been changing and evolving con-
stantly with successes and failures. 

For instance, it started out as a single 
company and at some point enspiral 
became a freelance collective. Which it 
no longer is - instead it is a cluster of ini-
tiatives. It also used to have a physical 
space, though that was also replaced 
with multiple spaces. At any rate, how-
ever, the core elements of self-organisa-
tion, distributed coordination, commu-
nal resources for the initiation and sup-
port of the network social projects are 
constant.

On top of Enspiral’s commons founda-
tion is built an ecosystem of business 
ventures which offer a variety of ser-
vices and open source tools tailored to 
communities and organisations similar 
to Enspiral. Meaning distributed and 
horizontal governance organisations 
with a social pro�le. Such a tool is 
Loomio, an open source platform which 

Enspiral Foundation

Members

Af�liates Partners

Clients

Ventures
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helps communities engage in participa-
tory decision making practices, current-
ly being used by diverse organisations 
across the globe.

The Enspiral foundation is the core of 
the community. It is a for bene�t/non 
pro�t association that was created to 
provide support to the whole network 
and further promote its mission. It man-
ages and maintains the network’s infra-
structure, collective assets and is in 
charge of its culture and visioning. It 
also serves to delineate the varying 
levels of commitment in the network. 
Core members receive a share at the 
foundation and are collectively consid-
ered owners. Like in L’atelier paysan, 
shares do not represent �nancial divi-
dends as it is a non pro�t. The ventures 
sustain the foundation by offering a per-
centage of their incomes.

Those in the periphery of the founda-
tion are considered contributors and 
newcomers require the consensus ac-
ceptance of the core members. Contrib-
utors may attend and offer insight in all 
decision making processes, but ulti-
mately the responsibility falls to the 
members. While a wider network of 
friends and collaborators surrounds 
these groups. All these positions are 
subject to change and can be altered 

after self-evaluations that take place a 
couple of times every year.

Now as mentioned, Enspiral ventures 
produce revenues by offering their soft-
ware tools and services. They, in turn, 
distribute them to contributors and to 
the foundation. The remaining funds are 
invested collaboratively in project pro-
posals from the community. These pro-
cesses are supported by relevant digital 
tools, often the same the Enspiral ven-
tures offer to clients, such as Loomio. In-
ternal ones are also used, like the 
"my.enspiral" platform that handles the 
distribution of revenue and “co-bud-
get”, a collaborative budgeting tool 
which is utilised for the investment of 
the Foundation funds.

Overall, Enspiral culture is geared to-
wards societal value creation rather 
than solely for the shareholders. Project 
ideas may come from anyone within the 
community or around a surrounding 
group of friends, and if deemed worth-
while, teams are brought together from 
multiple sub-groups to work on solu-
tions. Financial support for new projects 
may come from within via the co-bud-
get tool or through external sources 
(which Enspiral aspires to increase 
given its dedication to social value). 
Several mechanisms are in place to sub-

sume external (perhaps extractive) cap-
ital and transform it into cooperative 
capital which can then be invested into 
the social mission. Such a practice is 
capped returns, which introduces a cap 
to the total returns investors receive for 
the equity of a venture. To do so, a com-
pany’s shares are coupled with a match-
ing call option which requires the 
re-purchase of shares at a pre-agreed 
price. Once the shares are redeemed, 
the company may invest all future prof-
its to its social goal. Thus supporting 
the original vision behind enspiral.

Enspiral10



Lessons
learnt

Lessons learnt

These cases have, hopefully, illustrated the 
various innovative ways that initiatives 
geared towards the commons and the 
social good manage to navigate the often 
hostile environment in the markets. To be 
sure, these tactics are highly attuned to 
the regional and national socio-economic 
context of either case. But, if we peel away 
some of the contextual layers, we can pin-
point certain core elements that are com-
patible with CBPP.

These can be summarised as follows:

    Farm Hack illustrates how communities 
can communicate and collaboratively de-
velop technologies in distributed and au-
tonomous ways which simulate structures 
similar to the P2P ones found in open 
source software production. They do so 
by leveraging the tacit knowledge of farm-
ers with a robust political orientation and 
unique information and communication 
infrastructure.

    L’atelier paysan shows us how such an 
initiative may tap into any potential re-
sources in a national context to design and 
implement highly participatory technolo-
gy development and collaboration pro-
cesses by empowering the users of the 
technology itself to shape it.

    Sensorica introduces a broader de�ni-
tion of value in market activities. The OVN 
model, more speci�cally, has obvious ap-
plications for commons-based projects. It 
may assist alternative forms of organisa-
tion that allow communities to interface 
with the public and market sectors.

   Enspiral is an emblematic case for inno-
vative business and organisational practic-
es which are geared towards social goals. 
It also showcases relevant tools which are 
designed to assist initiatives active in the 
�eld (enspiral being one of them).

Commons based peer production as a 
production mode and DG-ML as an organ-
isational framework present an optimistic 
vision in a seemingly desperate time. It is 
not only a different mode of economic re-
lations with regards to resource allocation 
but also, potentially, a radically different 
way to exist as a society. 

For this to happen, however, novel tactics 
for the transition from the destructive cap-
italist mode need to be devised. This 
handbook hopefully offers a gimple on 
how these might proliferate. 
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