Interview with John Shaddock, eRegion Adviser to Local Government Yorkshire and Humber, England
FULL INTERVIEW – eGovernment Barriers Newsletter February 2007

http://www.egovbarriers.org

Background

With an academic background in Business Management and Public Policy, John’s work has spanned the public and private sectors and he has worked in the local authorities in Merseyside, West Midlands and South Yorkshire, England. His main expertise is in strategic management at the corporate level and he has specialised on the opportunities offered by Information Society developments and the changes in social organisation at the local level. John has been an eRegion Adviser to the Yorkshire and Humber Assembly for several years and is now working with Local Government Yorkshire and Humber and the Yorkshire and Humber European Office.

Local authorities and others in Yorkshire and Humber have invested heavily in eGovernment. 90% of the five million people of the region live in single-tier (all‑purpose) local authority areas and after London and Birmingham the region has the third, fourth and fifth largest local authorities (Leeds, Sheffield, Bradford) in England. This means that the authorities are generally large, with highly skilled eGovernment staff and, perhaps more important, the policy skills to deliver value from eGovernment.  A major advantage is that the region’s local authorities are of a similar size (in the population range 0.25m-0.75m) and cooperation between authorities is a significant driver in the region. The local authorities have not only shown commitment to developing eGovernment internally – engagement and leadership in the UK National Projects was around twice the level which would be expected pro rata – but the local authorities are also taking a lead in the wider development of the region.  So, for example, it is the local authorities which have been driving broadband development as a key infrastructure for the region and its economic health.

In addition to joint working between the authorities to deliver eGovernment, John has a particular interest in eGovernment as a driver for regional effectiveness. Over 45% of the regional economy is public sector and, unless that 45% is effective, the regional economy as a whole will not be competitive. So he is interested in benchmarking performance across Europe (and beyond), innovation, cross-sector working and, particularly, working more closely with the Universities. The importance of the local authorities in the region (which give a lead to the public sector as a whole and, in Information Society development, to many of the region’s SMEs) means that the region needs to develop its capacity to innovate and gain real benefit from the investments being made.

The region is a leader in eDemocracy and continually seeks to develop that activity.  The National Project on eDemocracy was led from within the region and authorities have had major roles in other relevant National Projects (including Knowledge Management). The region is a partner in DEMO-net, the FP6 Network of Excellence on eParticipation, with particular responsibility for engaging practitioners.

Short-term challenges

In the short term, the challenges being addressed are to continue to develop sub-regional activity between groups of four or five authorities and to develop shared applications and joint ownership – learning and developing solutions across the sub-groups are important, but identifying those issues where there is real benefit from doing this is vital. Partnership is hard work.

Activity is also going on to demonstrate business benefit from investment – eGovernment in the UK has been developed with a broad brush and the challenge now is to focus on those areas which give service benefit to the public/business users and which give economic/capacity benefit to the organisations.

Long-term challenges

The first long-term challenge is structural change. 85%-90% of all contact between citizens and government takes place at the local level. The application of technology means that it becomes possible to aggregate service channels, to combine back office systems and to carry out standard activities (eProcurement, tax collection etc.) almost independently of geography. We need to consider what this means for our current organisation of local government.

The second issue is the other side of the same coin. eGovernment to date has focused on service delivery to individuals. The mechanism being used to drive change is ‘choice’, and that has meant individual choice. However, the key government services – and particularly local government services – are not specifically services to individuals. Planning is not a service to the applicant – it is a service to the community; transport management is not only a service to the car driver; education is not only a service to the child in school. In practice, people contact their local authority for individual services on surprisingly few occasions a year. Yet all are affected by planning, transport and environmental decisions. So a key issue for the future of eGovernment is to contribute to the real functions – community cohesion, locally-relevant service combinations, sustainability, community vitality, local leadership, environmental protection, democratic decision-making, local economic development, management of conflict, articulation of the local voice etc. – taking advantage of the facilities the technologies have to offer. As yet, we have scarcely started down that road.

Specific barriers

Financial: Financial inhibitors were reported as the second most important barrier to eGovernment development in Yorkshire and Humber, although posing considerably less of a perceived barrier than in a number of European partner regions. Take-up of electronic services is key, and business benefits need to be demonstrated.

Digital Divide: The issue of the digital divide is changing. The cost of a PC, for example, has reduced by 80% in real terms over the past five years; all children have good exposure to the technologies in schools; internet access is of demonstrable economic benefit to large parts of the population as content and applications become relevant to the lives of many (ebay, travel booking, health information, job search). The issue now is not (so much) access to the technology. More, it is a question of whether the technologies can be harnessed to address the other divides in society. So the technology moves from being a problem, to being potentially part of the solution.

Coordination: Local government is particularly demanding in the need for integration of services – a solution for a particular citizen will often require the delivery of a unique package of services according to their particular circumstances. A further complication is the need to combine services and responses from a wide range of organisations and across organisational boundaries – child protection, for example, can require input from up to twenty different organisations (including social services, police, school, health, third sector organisations, and different local authority areas).  

Technical design: A survey of local authorities in our region showed that the biggest single barrier to eGovernment progress was felt to be the lack of integration between applications – this combines information management issues with the need to tailor solutions to meet the demands of large and complex organisations. Lack of flexibility by suppliers was seen as a significant problem. The size of our local authorities provides technical challenges to suppliers, which has caused particular difficulties.

Current efforts to overcome barriers

Local authorities in the region are working together to pool their approaches to addressing technical issues and have extremely good relationships with the ICT industry. However, as these issues are addressed, our ambitions rise. We are moving from seeing these issues as challenges towards a position where we welcome the opportunity to work in an innovative environment. Leeds City Council, as just one example, has created ‘Innovation Leeds’, a team with a remit to discover and implement innovative technological solutions and share those with other public sector organisations.

Benchmarking eGovernment progress is a fundamental plank of the regional approach, and we seek to integrate that with the other aspects of regional development, so there are close relationships with other benchmarking activities in eBusiness and regional transformation.

In conclusion

This is an exciting time for eGovernment and for the development of new technologies.  The approach to eGovernment has gone through a number of stages. In the first stage, government-defined activities provided the model for eGovernment and these were among the first to be enabled. So we have tax collection, driving licences, passports – all systems where the provider sets the parameters and the citizen is required to conform with the system to receive the service. In the next phase, emphasis moved from ‘provider-led’ to ‘consumer-led’ services, with a model which sees the individual as a consumer of government services. The focus has been, and still is, on efficiency of service provision.

We are now starting the third phase, where the emphasis is on citizens and communities. This is extremely challenging for eGovernment practitioners as, largely, neither the technologies nor the organisational infrastructures yet exist to support these functions. So we see rudimentary steps to develop tools for eDemocracy, we see changes to the way information is made available to the public, and increasing interest from politicians.  At the same time, there is a growth of single-issue politics, public concern and engagement at both global and neighbourhood levels, challenges to political legitimacy and a rapid increase in new communication media at both macro and micro levels. Real eGovernment - eGovernance - is now beginning; we will not be short of challenges or opportunities.

