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Abstract

Governments are becoming more experienced with a wider range of information technology applications.  At the same time, all stakeholder groups are becoming more comfortable and more demanding of their online interface with government.  This includes not just citizens, but also industry and business, and the community and non-profit sectors.  Gradually new business models that perform well for electronic commerce are being extended to processes of governance that go well beyond service delivery.  On another level, participation in policy agenda setting, implementation and evaluation may be viewed as a variant on service delivery.

This paper discusses the new models of governance, and draws on work done in Canada with this networked model as well as examples from the authors' work with a leading non-profit organisation in Australia.  The approaches currently being explored have the potential to reinvigorate democratic processes and create more responsive governance. 
Why E-Government Matters

A key concern for today's globalised environment is ensuring that social, economic and cultural opportunities flow widely, and that environmental damage be contained and well managed.  This amounts to democratising globalisation, and developing mechanisms for representation and accountability that extend well beyond today's international organisations such as the World Trade Organisation. 

Initiatives at many levels, from local councils to global activism, demonstrate that information technology has a role to play in evolving forms of governance.  At its best, the Internet and computer communications can provide inexpensive forms of transparency, and facilitate discussion about problems and solutions.  But technology itself cannot answer more fundamental questions about participation.  Aside from the daunting problems of the 'digital divide', which limit who can join in these discussions, technology is shaped by its users.  Oneline exclusionary patterns will follow those that already exist. 

However, assuming that computerised systems are likely to become more important, it is worth briefly mentioning their possible benefits.  The clearest, simplest goal for most governments is cost-effectiveness.  Better documentation and targeting of services, along with better management of resources and accounts.  For less developed countries, adoption of new technologies can also allow them to 'leap frog' over cumbersome stages of paper documentation and work practices.  They can become exemplars of best practice, and even become leaders, since the entrenched cultural and business practices that impede best practice in the first world may be less of an obstacle.  This assumes, of course, that there are leaders prepared to see these advantages and encourage their implementation.  As part of this move to new, more efficient systems, government agencies can adopt less restrictive structures.  A new computer network is likely to create new networks in the offices and service counters where the interface with citizens occurs.  This can lead, but not automatically, to fewer vertical 'stovepipes' of information and decision making.  These classic bureaucratic stovepipes are often ways of channelling power, and can be deeply dysfunctional for staff morale as well as efficiency.  

This leads to another possible benefit of e-government: managing the knowledge and complexity that now seem to drive progress in many areas.  Good knowledge management includes the articulation of values and the possibility of agenda setting.  It is never just about the classification and accessibility to neutral, apolitical forms of information.  This evolution of systems thinking, from purely instrumental efficiency to wider realms of knowledge management, is reflected in the stages of e-government outlined in the next section. 

Stages of E-Government

In a June 2000 feature article for The Economist, Mathew Symonds gives four stages of e-government.  The first is simple information, the equivalent of an electronic brochure.  This is based on a standard view of government as a source of information.  The second stage starts to use the potential of the new technology, and allows citizens (or business seeking to deal with government) to enter information, make requests, perhaps even update their details.  This is a weak form of interactivity, but has no input from citizens as to the shaping of the services being delivered.  The third stage, according to Symonds, allows online transactions and purchases, or the electronic sending of tender information.  This comes closer to an electronic commerce model, and is not unique to government.  Stage four is an integrated portal of all government services and information, via a sophisticated search engine and metadata.  This also builds on electronic commerce models, because it takes a more customer-oriented perspective.  For true usefulness, e-government needs to transcend the bureaucratic structures that inhibit understanding and access. 

All of these stages are based on electronic service delivery concepts which are centralised and offer little possibility of policy engagement.  In a study of OECD countries Gualtieri (1998) found governments had not really begun to explore the use of new technologies in the activities more particular to democratic governance: consultation, policy determination and accountability.  He found reluctance came from both public servants and citizens; a combination of risk aversion and apathy.  Some movement in this direction has occurred since then, as will be described in the Canadian context.  The breakthrough is the recognition that government is not and never will be just another business.  References by public servants to their organisation as a 'corporation' are misguided.  Mintzberg (1996) gave a good analysis of why some activities can only be dealt with in the public sphere, and why a 'one size fits all' application of business principles to all domains of social activity is dysfunctional.  
World Bank studies have shown the link between good governance and economic development (Kaufman et al 1999, 2000)  It is reasonable to expect technology to deliver a democratic dividend along with cost savings and greater efficiency in service delivery.  Beyond the local or national level, it is important to recognise the emerging forms of transnational global governance.  Again, if electronic commerce techniques are effective in integrating corporations, then they clearly have a role in implementing democratic forms of accountability that transcend borders.  This is the topic of the author's other paper for this conference.

At a transnational level, the complexities become even greater, and more likely to overwhelm the potential for open dialogue and information sharing that might lead to consensus.  The fragmentation of networks becomes as major issue, as each set of experts, each formal mechanism or scientific community has its own procedures for communication, information dissemination, consultation and decision making.  The public is usually not included in these networks, although individuals, of course, may belong to several and act as bridges.  Therein lies the enormous creativity of self-organisation that can transcend complexity, but it requires planning and strategy if it is to maximise beneficial outcomes.  The assumption here is that consensus exists in principle that achieving equitable outcomes, or the greatest good for the greatest number, is a valid goal for global governance.  If not, then that is where the dialogue must begin.

In practice, those involved with each issue go through a discussion about 'what is the desired outcome?' in relation to that issue.  For example, a 'hot point' in trade talks is access to anti-AIDS and other drugs for the developing world.  Should drug companies be free to maximise their profits, regardless of the human outcomes?  In another arena the debate is about access to software: should one company dominate user systems, or can open source meet computer needs to maximise potential users?  Because issues are increasingly both local and global, the integration of discussion, information and decision making is now essential.  Strong local inputs don't guarantee good public outcomes, but they are a good step in that direction, and can also provide a measure of accountability.  

Economic imperatives have been driving the business to business applications of electronic commerce (B to B), and which are now converging with B to C (business to consumer).  Similarly, moral imperatives can become the drivers of G to G, or government to government applications of computer communications.  These, too, lead inevitably to the convergence with G to C, or government to citizen communications.  And the peer to peer, or P to P, applications that are now bypassing control of music exchange on the Internet could provide a model of how C to C, or citizen to citizen communication might override government monopolies on policy and decision making.  The outputs of such a distributed system can exceed predictions, because the non-linear nature of these processes is inherently unpredictable.  However, if the underlying values driving the system are democratic, the resulting patterns of behaviour ('attractors' in complexity theory) can be remarkably stable (Kiel 1994)

These changes are perhaps better approached from the perspective of knowledge management than electronic commerce, because the technological component is subservient to the epistemological.  However, even the most focussed business systems are starting to embrace the need to include localised staff inputs.  For example, the author is part of an informal corporate network in Melbourne that meets to discuss and share their experiences about 'B to E', or business to employee systems.  This leads to closing the loop with 'E to B', or true engagement with participative inputs and actions.  A change management plan discussed by the group, for example, includes a detailed check list for necessary communication and incorporation of the views of staff.  Not so long ago, these processes were called 'industrial democracy'.  Thus, the knowledge management of major projects is consistent with values that support participation, rather than one way flows of information and decisions.  In this way, systems intended initially for executives become shared (Hasan and Hasan 1997).  A participatory approach will always be difficult to implement, even in a small organisation.  The challenges for scaling it up to national and transnational forms of governance is proportionately greater.  What would be the characteristics of such a system?
Characteristics of the new model

The new networked models offer a form of 'distributed governance', which can overcome some of the problems of representative government.  The current dominant model of representative democracy derives from the time when nation states were coalescing. These hierarchical models are perhaps less relevant in the massive and mass-media informed and enormously diverse societies of the 21st century.  At least one theorist of pluralistic democracy has pondered what the role of new telecommunications might be in such a world (Dahl 1989).  A networked model recognises that not all players are interested in all issues, but maintains an open approach so that all interest groups can participate.  This re-localises issues, even when spread over a wide country such as Australia or Canada, because computerised communications can allow these groups to 'meet' and share views and information.  This does not preclude physical meetings, nor should it.  Such an approach is no more susceptive to 'hijacking' by a particular group than current policy consultations.  The addition of online transparency and accountability measures, and the knowledge that other players may join the deliberations at any time should act to keep the discussions focussed. 

The following analysis of the network model is largely based on Richard (2000), who drew on Canadian experiments and experience with online engagement of citizens.  In this model, the role of government is more as partner, broker, and facilitator.  The process of policy development becomes a two way learning process, and more like action research than traditional formal stages.  Non-profits assume even greater importance, because the worth of their input increases. 

The trust developed by openness becomes a valuable asset to government, because the openness of the process is more important than (broad) participation.  In other words, if people trust the process, they feel free to perhaps join in on one issue they care about, rather than withdrawing in cynicism from engagement with any issue.  Part of this trust comes from the transparency of the process: as a design element, transparency in the form of accurate documentation and information provision is very inexpensive online.  The only 'trick' is that the forms of transparency must be the ones the participants ask for.  They will advise on what they want and need to stay involved. 

Contrary to many assumptions, it is unlikely that online engagement will result in an overwhelming response from citizens.  By using an open narrowcast approach, interested parties are widely informed and invited to 'opt in'.  They are then part of a manageable group that will receive information and take part in discussions.  This does not preclude others from joining in at other points, nor does it inhibit participants from seeking the views of others who are not part of the online group.  It simply creates self-limiting parameters for inputs, from a self-selecting audience.  This is really not very different from the way government consultations work, for example, in Australia.  The main difference is that the group does not have to be 'invited' by someone in the central bureaucracy.  Rather, following the principles of 'open space', 'whoever comes is the right people'.  Having a clear purpose for the engagement or the consultation is also vital, and efforts to encourage participation must be sincere.  

When implemented in this way, with great clarity about what is needed, consensus can be swifter than expected.  The load of responsibility and accountability is actually spread out, or distributed, among the stakeholders, and this strengthens and speeds up the response.  The alternative of top down policy imposition and dealing with objections and inadequacies afterwards, is inefficient by comparison.  However, this networked process does not lead to final and perfect outcomes.  Rather, it opens the door to a more iterative way of doing policy.  The process is less expensive and less political, so it is also more mutable.  This flexibility allows a learn as you go approach, because the bureaucrats no longer have to assume full responsibility.  Therefore they do not lose face when the policy needs adjusting.  This builds in responsiveness, but also resilience.  The underlying values and goals remain clear, so the changes in implementation needed to get there are no longer major obstacles.  Government is repositioned as catalyst, more like a helpful consultant.  They also manage the money, but also with an open and transparent way.  These  lessons from the networked model have much in common with lessons from the open software movement.  Targetted consultations for particular policy outcomes is just one aspect of networked governance; the acute phase of policy diagnostics.  The next section describes another way of achieving distributed governance, through a more chronic but equally designed policy information centre. 

A Policy Portal

Such a site in its ideal form may not yet exist, although a close approximation in Australia thrived for a number of months before the hosting university shut it down.  This highlights the first principle for such a site: that it be independent of controlling bodies, such as government or industry, and perhaps even universities.  At its simplest, a policy portal would bring together information about a particular policy issue, or related set of issues.  A perfect topic would be health, and that is the focus of a planned portal in Australia.  Through user-suggested and mutable classifications, there would be information about particular sub-sets of the issue: indigenous health, environmental health, hospital funding, health insurance, pharmaceuticals, prevention, government campaigns, drugs, aged care, nursing homes, etc.  Those with an interest and knowledge about these topics would contribute content, and government documents, research, press releases and reports would also be linked to.  Because this information is all health related, there would also be opportunities to cross the disciplinary and professional divides that work against integrated campaigns and policy perspectives.  Thus, a policy portal could provide avenues for discussion that build on but extend beyond information provision.

It could also create awareness of links between local decisions/issues and wider global agendas.  For example, information about pharmaceuticals and international debates such as the availability of life saving drugs in the third world, or the relative costs in other developed countries, may be important background for those interested in the sustainability of Australia's drug subsidy scheme.  A solid repository of information online, open to contributors with related documents, can foster participation of group in local areas, who might hold meetings to discuss their approach or input to a policy issue.  An added element of emerging policy options, presented in database form, would allow groups or individuals to nominate their preferred option.  While theoretically open to all possibilities, in reality the number of possible policy options will be limited by existing patterns and political will, as well as resources.  But all options, no matter how bizarre or unviable, could be viewable.  That would also help sort out the serious players.  Each group could place their comment in support of their preferred option, contributing to further dialogue and transparency. 

The E-Commerce Connection... …with a democratic flavour

Like the new business models, such a policy approach is based on abundance, rather than scarcity of information.  It is likewise predicated on collaboration and syndication: the information and even the outcomes of particular online debates can be copied and spread more widely, and will only gain momentum as they travel.  Viral marketing works equally well for social issues.  Like electronic commerce, such a portal would survive only if it made involvement easy.  Security issues would not be a major problem, as there would only be political points to be made by subverting a rival's comments or position.  The normal 'bells and whistles' of electronic commerce could be added as funding allows: customised information, notification services, access to archives.  Funding could be via paid subscriptions, at a low enough rate to encourage wide membership.  Transparency in the management and the purpose of the site would be vital. 

Some of these elements have already been applied in a range of non-profit organisations, and the Benton Foundation is just one source of a growing literature about the use of electronic technologies for online activism. None of these elements are new: they are all being applied successfully to online media, markets and sales.  Effective techniques used by non-profits include:

· Submissions the organisation has made on policy issues, along with a pointer to the discussion paper so members can also submit.  This goes beyond a paternalistic 'we have done this for you', to a more inclusive approach: 'the organisation has put forward this view, and you are invited to join or put forward your own view, and share that with the rest of us'

· Annotations and summaries, either provided by the organisation or invited from informed outsiders.  This can save time for those with an interest but lacking the necessary technical language or detailed understanding of the issue.  Layering information so that some may delve deeper helps to maximise its accessibility. 

· Time lines that build a chronology of an issue as it unfolds, perhaps over many years.  For instance, the emergence of genetically modified food is rooted in a long history of experimentation, consumer activism and legislation. It is difficult to gain a succinct overview of complex issues from intermittent media reports.

· Case studies and stories from the people.  This is a common and very successful approach used by the mass media.  An issue becomes less abstract when it is placed in a narrative.  Inviting people to tell their stories can help build a picture of how a particular policy or program work in practice, and clarify what may need changing. 

· State the position of all players.  By inviting all points of view, a group retains its integrity.  Even groups with opposing views will respect the opportunity to participate.  Providing a public space for comment on these positions further develops the idea of open discussion.

Conclusions

The applications of information technology in government are just starting to mature.  As this happens, the changing perspectives on governance mean that other players, including the media and non-profits, as well as corporations, are likely to take stronger roles in harnessing public opinion and activity.  There are many opportunities to explore ‘what lies beneath’ electronic service delivery.  The Canadians are not alone in realising that there are deeper efficiencies to be gained than just providing services online.  Government officials everywhere have much to contribute to allow this vision to be realised.  There is also a need, however, for dedicated people and lobby groups outside of government to work with and in some case compliment the work of government.  All of these possibilities can be harnessed for e-government to realise a democratic dividend.  None of this will be achieved without vision and focussing of resources.  It may be useful to remember that good government is always expensive, but bad government is unaffordable. 
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