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ABSTRACT

Communication technologies enable citizens in collecting and sharing knowledge; submitting proposals and ideas; accessing and retrieving information; commenting and criticising existing information, which are all preconditions for informed participation. 

The Community Networks experience, as well as communities of practices and blogs  show, however, how difficult it is to manage the unstructured amount of cognitive materials  created through public dialog. The research challenge we have to face with is therefore to understand how to transform this unstructured civic intelligence into shared effective knowledge.

The diffusion of the Internet and the consequent growth of technological culture, as well as the increasing need of involving citizens in (local) decision-making processes (local governance) ask the research community to face with several challenges. Among them, the technology should provide tools and create online spaces for supporting citizens capability in collecting and sharing knowledge; submitting proposals and ideas; accessing and retrieving, commenting and questioning information;  which are all preconditions for informed participation. 

Community networks -- as conceived of in the 1990s (Schuler, 1994), i.e., as online communities whose shared focus of interest are ‘public affairs’ in a given territory – have provided a framework for collecting civic intelligence (Civille, 2000; Schuler, 2001) and for developing people projects (De Cindio, 2004). They have been quite successful in enriching public dialog by creating a kind of online public square where citizens meet, inform each other, question their opinions, refine ideas, and so on. More recently, blogs arose as a different, more individual, online space where people, ultimately,  do the same. However, all these experiences show how difficult it is to manage the knowledge created through public dialog: communities, as well as blogs, -- when successful -- produce in a short time a huge amount of cognitive materials (messages in the forums, documents attached to them, posts and comments in blogs, etc.) that grow into a not structured collection of cognitive items, often displayed in a mere linear way (Macintosh, 2006). As a consequence, it is more and more difficult for people to retrieve the information they need, e.g., for participating into a discussion which aims at taking a decision.

The research challenge we have to face with as researcher strongly committed in eParticipation  (see, for instance, (De Cindio, De Marco, Sonnante, 2006) and eDeliberation (De Cindio and De Marco, 2006) is therefore enabling  the local community in collecting and sharing the knowledge they have over their territory and supporting the effective access and retrieving of this knowledge.

Collecting and sharing citizens’ knowledge is of fundamental relevance in local governance processes as citizens are the actual experts over the place where they live and work, and  they can provide relevant knowledge for problems solving. Their online discussions enable and support the knowledge creation process. Nonaka and Takeuchi (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) have called this process SECI that is an acronym identifies the four different steps of the process: Socialization, Externalization, Combination and Internalization. Online communication allow members of the community to interact each other (Socialization) and share their knowledge (Externalization). Thanks to this each member can revise (Combination) and acquire (Internalization) shared knowledge.  

For supporting the effective access and retrieving of this knowledge, it is necessary to organize, structure, aggregate, classify, catalogue the cognitive resources produced by the community. Several, quite different, tools, can be considered for this purpose, including:

· semantic web techniques to abstract and structure knowledge from informational resources (automatic ontologies building, population and update,  fuzzy logics, formal logics, product rules, frame and frame networks);

· visualization technique (conceptual as well as geographical maps);

· content aggregators to simplify access to distributed  and heterogeneous informational sources;

· specific community-based techniques to aggregate knowledge: e.g. through argument maps (Macintosh, 2006) or through collaborative writing (as several community-based wikies show);

· techniques and tools to allow community members in assessing the available cognitive resource, e.g., by assigning preferences to messages, documents, and posts  (as shown by several very successful online communities such as Google Groups, IMDB and others);

· tools that support resources mark-up  (e.g., through tags).

In summary: civic online communities produce civic intelligence which is of fundamental relevance in local governance processes. It is collected within the community by means of several discussion tools in a unorganized way. For this reason it is difficult to access. Challenge of our research is to understand how to transform this unstructured civic intelligence into shared effective knowledge.
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