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The Public-Private-
Civil Stack

Sovereign digital infrastructure requires three layers working in concert:
government as funder and policy maker, a specialized operating partner like
Pillar as builder and operator, and civil society as protagonist and
governance partner. This piece teaches the stack — and how to structure it.
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Sovereign digital infrastructure cannot be built by any one sector acting
alone. It requires three layers — public, private, and civil — wired

together through explicit contracts, with each layver doing what it alone
can do.

The thesis
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Why single-actor models (state-led, vendor-led, or community-led) predictably
fail at sovereign scale, and what each layer uniquely contributes.

The three contracts required to wire the public, private, and civil layers together
— funding, operating, and legitimacy — and what each must specify.

How an operating partner like Pillar functions structurally differently from a
traditional vendor, and why that difference is what makes the stack work.

The pilot discipline that separates working stacks from PowerPoint stacks: one
region, one language, six months, with month-six decision criteria written before
the pilot begins.

How to engage Pillar Institute to scope a real stack — and what conditions need
to be in place before a stack is viable at all.
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o1 — The framework: The Three-Layer Stack

The Three-Layer Stack

Sovereign digital infrastructure is not a single product procured by a single actor. It is
a stack of three distinct layers, each contributing capabilities the other two cannot,
wired together through explicit contracts and governance.
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The Public Layer

Government ministries, regulators, and multilateral funders. This layer
contributes legitimate policy authority, multi-year fiscal capacity, and the
convening power to coordinate across institutions. It sets the rules of the
system and underwrites the infrastructure as a public good, but it does not
operate the day-to-day technology.

The Private Operating Layer

A specialized operating partner — in this stack, an entity like Pillar — that
builds, runs, and continuously improves the infrastructure. This layer
contributes velocity, technical depth, and operational accountability. It is
structurally distinct from a traditional vendor: it answers to both the public and
civil layers, and transfers knowledge and capacity into them over time.

The Civil Layer

Community-led organizations, cooperatives, citizen governance bodies, and
sectoral federations. This layer contributes the contextual fidelity, legitimacy,
and long-term accountability that the other two cannot generate on their own. It
is the layer that persists across political cycles and operating-contract
renewals, and it holds formal decision rights over legitimacy-critical questions.
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The Three Contracts

The layers are wired together by three written contracts: funding and policy
between public and private, operating and governance between private and
civil, legitimacy and accountability between public and civil. Each contract
specifies decision rights, escalation paths, and exit conditions. Programs that
skip these contracts and rely on informal coordination fail predictably.

The Pilot Interface

Before any national or regional rollout, the stack is stress-tested in a one-
region, one-language, six-month pilot. The pilot is not a proof of technology —
it is a proof that the interfaces between layers actually work under real delivery
pressure. This is the discipline that separates working stacks from PowerPoint
stacks.

o»— The data.

$3B+

15-20 VIS

Combined annual digital infrastructure Typical term of well-structured public-
investment by IDB, AfDB, AFD and World private digital infrastructure partnerships
Bank

MULTILATERAL DEVELOPMENT BANK ANNUAL COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF SOVEREIGN
REPORTS, AGGREGATED INFRASTRUCTURE PPP STRUCTURES

3

6 months

Distinct contracts required to wire the Recommended initial pilot window before
public, private, and civil layers together scaling to full program

PILLAR INSTITUTE REFERENCE ARCHITECTURE
FOR CROSS-SECTOR PROGRAMS PILLAR INSTITUTE OPERATING GUIDANCE
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° (y
1 region, 1language 100%
Recommended scope of the initial pilot, Civil-layer veto rights required on
before multi-region expansion legitimacy-critical decisions in a working
stack
PILLAR INSTITUTE OPERATING GUIDANCE PILLAR REFERENCE GOVERNANCE TERMS

Why single-actor models fail at sovereign scale

or two decades, sovereign digital infrastructure has been pursued through three distinct
F theories of change — each of which has proven insufficient on its own. The state-led

model treats infrastructure as a public works project: budget appropriations, ministerial
procurement, civil-servant operations. It produces legitimacy and policy coherence, but
struggles with operating velocity, technical depth, and the capacity to retain specialized talent at
civil-service salary scales. By the time a national learning platform or digital identity system
reaches production, the underlying technology has often shifted twice.

The private-led model, dominant in the 2010s, outsourced sovereign infrastructure to
multinational vendors or domestic consultancies under fixed-price contracts. It produced
velocity, but at the cost of sovereignty itself: source code, training data, and operational
knowledge accumulated inside the vendor, not the country. When contracts ended, capacity
evaporated. The civil-society-led model — community cooperatives, open-source collectives,
citizen assemblies — generates the legitimacy and contextual fit that the other two models lack,
but rarely commands the capital or the technical scale required to operate national infrastructure
at uptime standards.

Each of these models is a single layer of a stack that requires all three. The Public-Private-Civil
Stack is not a partnership structure layered onto one of these models; it is a recognition that

sovereign digital infrastructure is structurally multi-layered and must be designed as such from
the outset. The question for ministers and program directors is no longer whether to involve all
three sectors, but how to architect the interfaces between them so that each layer does what it

alone can do.
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What the layers actually contribute

to set policy and standards, fiscal capacity to fund infrastructure on 15-20 year horizons,
and the convening power to coordinate across ministries, regulators, and subnational
governments. In a well-designed stack, the public layer is not the operator of the infrastructure

T he public layer contributes three things that no other actor can provide: legitimate authority

but the architect of the conditions under which it operates — data protection regimes,
interoperability standards, procurement frameworks that permit long-term partnerships rather
than only fixed-price contracts.

The private layer — in this stack, an operating partner like Pillar (/) — contributes the operational
capacity to build, run, and continuously improve the infrastructure at the velocity and quality that
modern digital systems require. This is not the traditional vendor role. The private operator works
to specifications co-defined with the public and civil layers, is accountable to both, and is
structured so that knowledge, code, and operational practice transfer into the public and civil
layers over time rather than accumulating as proprietary lock-in.

The civil layer contributes legitimacy, contextual fidelity, and sustained accountability.
Community-led organizations, cooperatives, and citizen governance bodies are the only actors
who can credibly speak to whether the infrastructure actually serves the people it is meant to
serve. They are also the layer that persists across political cycles: ministers change every few
years, operating contracts are renegotiated, but a community cooperative or a national
federation of educators remains.

How the three layers are wired together

he interfaces between layers are where most cross-sector programs succeed or fail. A
T working stack defines, up front and in writing, three contracts: a funding and policy

contract between the public and private layers; an operating and governance contract
between the private and civil layers; and a legitimacy and accountability contract between the
public and civil layers. Each contract specifies decision rights, escalation paths, and exit
conditions.
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In practice, this means the public layer is not the only party the private operator answers to. A
national education infrastructure cohort funded by a ministry, operated by Pillar Institute
((institute/), and co-governed by a federation of community schools is structurally different from a
traditional government IT contract. The community federation has formal veto rights over
curriculum changes; the ministry has formal authority over policy and funding; the operator has
formal authority over technical architecture and delivery cadence. Disagreements escalate
through a defined process, not through political back-channels.

The same pattern applies to regional digital infrastructure funded by a development bank or
foundation. The funder underwrites the public-good character of the work; the operator provides
deployment and ongoing operations; a local cooperative or civic body holds long-term
ownership of the infrastructure itself. This is the structural innovation that turns a one-off
deployment into sovereign capacity.

Designing the pilot before the program

he single most common failure mode in cross-sector digital infrastructure programs is
T attempting to design the full national or regional rollout before any of the three layers have

worked together on a real deliverable. The stack works only when the interfaces have
been stress-tested at small scale. A well-designed pilot is scoped to one region, one language,
and a six-month delivery window, with explicit clauses defining what happens at month six:
continuation, expansion, renegotiation, or graceful sunset.

Crucially, the pilot is not a proof of technology — the underlying technology is rarely the
constraint. The pilot is a proof of the interfaces: can the ministry make a funding decision in eight
weeks instead of fourteen months; can the operator deliver against specifications co-defined
with a community body it has never worked with before; can the civil-society partner exercise its
governance role without grinding delivery to a halt. Programs that skip this step almost always
discover, two years and many millions of dollars in, that the interfaces don't work.

o3 — Apply this to your program

digital infrastructure program, the following steps move the work from concept to a stack
that can actually deliver.

I f you are a minister, multilateral program director, or foundation lead building a cross-sector
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. Convene an inter-ministerial working group with all three layers formally represented —

not as observers, but as decision-making parties with named principals.

. Map the three contracts your program will require — public-private funding, private-

civil operating, public-civil legitimacy — and identify which legal instruments in your
jurisdiction can hold them.

. Identify a credible civil-layer partner before scoping the operating partner. If no

credible partner exists at the required scale, design a precursor phase to support its
formation.

. Engage Pillar Institute to scope operating capacity and structure the contracts. The

Institute's role is to architect the stack, not to sell a product.

. Scope the initial engagement as a one-region, one-language, six-month pilot, with

clear governance and IP-ownership terms agreed up-front in writing.

Define month-six decision criteria before the pilot begins: what evidence triggers
continuation, what evidence triggers renegotiation, what evidence triggers a graceful
sunset.

. Allocate at least 15 percent of the pilot budget to interface work — joint governance

meetings, legal structuring, knowledge transfer — not just technical delivery.

Frequently asked questions.

Isn't this just a public-private partnership with a community advisory board
attached?

No. A traditional PPP with an advisory board treats civil society as a consultative input to a two-
party contract. The Public-Private-Civil Stack treats the civil layer as a formal party with decision
rights, governance authority, and in many cases ownership of the infrastructure itself. The
difference shows up in the legal documents, not the press release. If the community partner
cannot block a curriculum change, an algorithmic policy decision, or a data-sharing agreement,
then it is an advisory board, not a stack layer.
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How does the operator avoid becoming a long-term vendor lock-in?

The operating contract specifies, from day one, what knowledge and assets transfer into the
public and civil layers and on what timeline. Source code, training data, operational runbooks,
and trained staff are treated as deliverables, not as the operator's proprietary moat. Pillar
Institute (/institute/) structures engagements so that operating capacity migrates into local public
and civil institutions over the partnership term. The operator's long-term role is to provide
capabilities that are genuinely difficult to replicate locally, not to hold a country hostage to its
own infrastructure.

What if the civil-society partner doesn't yet exist at the scale required?

This is common, particularly in regions where digital civil society is nascent. The honest answer
is that a program with no credible civil-layer partner is not yet ready for the stack — it is ready
for a precursor phase in which the operator and the public funder support the formation of a
civil-layer body before infrastructure work begins. Skipping this step and proceeding with a two-
layer program produces infrastructure without legitimacy, which is precisely the failure mode the
stack is designed to prevent.

How do we structure governance when the three layers disagree?

Disagreement is not a failure of the stack; it is the stack working as designed. Each contract
specifies an escalation path: technical disagreements go to a joint architecture committee, policy
disagreements go to the funding ministry or board, legitimacy disagreements go to the civil
governance body. Decisions that cannot be resolved at the operational level are escalated to a
tri-partite steering group with defined quorum and voting rules. The discipline is to write these
rules before they are needed, not during a crisis.

Where does Pillar fit, specifically?

Pillar operates as the private layer — the operating partner. Pillar Institute (/institute/) scopes
engagements with ministries, multilaterals, and foundations; identifies regional partners and
civil-society co-leads; and structures the three contracts that wire the stack together. Pillar
Authority (/authority/) and Pillar Studio (/studio/), provide the operating capabilities — discovery
infrastructure, governance frameworks, and the technical depth required to run the work at
scale. The role is operator, not vendor; the structural difference is what makes the stack work.
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