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E-Government Initiatives
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-government—the delivery of government services through digital informa-
tion technologies, including the Internet—is an important part of reinventing
government that not only reduces the cost of government, but also significantly
improves the quality of services and citizen access.VWWhen George Bush took office in
January 2001, the United States enjoyed the distinction of being the global leader in
e-government, according to a survey of national e-government efforts.' In three years,
we have fallen behind Canada and are tied for second place with Singapore; and
other nations are closing in fast. Of I8 other nations ranked, 13 have made faster
progress since 2001, and many are poised to pass the United States within the next

year.

As other nations have raced ahead in
e-government,the Bush administration has made,
at best, halting progress. For example, less than
60 percent of federal transactions were available
online by the October 2003 deadline established
under the 1999 Government Paperwork
Elimination Act.2 Meanwhile, the administration
proposed 25 e-government initiatives—with 91
specific objectives—of which only 33 had been
fully or substantially achieved as of March 2004,
according to the General Accounting Office.
Moreover, the government has done little to
market the e-government services it has
developed, so few Americans are even aware of
them and even fewer use them.* For example,
only 8 percent of Americans have visited
recreation.gov and only 5 percent have been to

benefits.gov—both signature Bush administration
e-government initiatives.> Even federal agencies
do not use the Bush administration’s
e-government services. For example, the
Environmental Protection Agency, the lead
government agency for the Bush administration’s
e-rulemaking initiative (a website that lets citizens
and businesses file comments on administrative
rulemaking), does not post most of its own
regulations to the site for comment. Even the
Bush administration admits that progress is
lacking. According to the Office of Management
and Budget (OMB), only five agencies have met
established criteria for success in e-government,
with nine agencies receiving failing grades, and
another 12 receiving “mixed results.”® While
the administration deserves credit for honestly
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assessing its own e-government efforts, it would
deserve more credit if they had made more
progress.

Why has the United States fallen behind
under the Bush administration? In large part, the
administration itself has failed to make a serious
commitment to transforming the federal
government through information technology.
When the administration took office, many
e-government experts expected more. During
the 2000 campaign, Bush adopted several
promising e-government proposals,including the
Progressive Policy Institute’s idea of creating a
chief information officer (CIO) for the federal
government, and the idea of establishing a $100
million annual interagency e-government fund.’”
But, instead of creating a top-level CIO as PPI
proposed—or as Sen. Joe Lieberman (D-Conn.),

the chief sponsor of the E-government Act of
2002 wanted®—the administration appointed
only a mid-level position within OMB, in part
because of resistance from its own top OMB
officials.” And the White House never asked for
the full $100 million that Bush promised in the
2000 campaign. In its FYO5 budget request, the
administration sought just $5 million for the
interagency e-government fund, having settled
for just $3 million from Congress in FY04.'°
Indeed, it has done little to persuade
congressional appropriators that cross-agency
programs are more effective than the current
committee-by-committee funding structure, or
to address congressional concerns that the
money was not being spent well.

The administration has failed to develop
an overall e-government plan detailing where
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they want to go and how they want to get
there.!" In place of a coherent plan, it has
developed a laundry list of discrete e-
government projects. Moreover, when it has
selected initiatives for investment, the
administration has used the narrow selection
criteria of government cost savings, instead
of the more appropriate one of total savings
to government, businesses, state and local
governments, and citizens.'?

Apologists for the Bush administration’s lack
of progress might argue that the administration
has had its hands full with the war on terror
and, as a result, e-government has had to take a
back seat. But unfortunately, the administration
has made little progress even in using information
for homeland security—an area it claims is a
top priority. Almost three years since the 9-1 |
terrorist attacks, the administration has still not
completed the integration of the dozen terrorist
watch lists currently spread over nine agencies,
even though a top-level administration official
consulted by this author has described that
integration as a simple technological task. The
administration has made even less progress in
creating an integrated, systemwide terrorist
information and analysis network of the kind
proposed by the Markle Foundation Task Force
on National Security in the Information Age."?

How to Revitalize Federal
E-Government Efforts

Getting our nation’s e-government efforts
on track will be an important task of the next
administration. Ultimately, e-government
progress is dependent on the commitment and
support of top-level leadership, which has been
lacking in the Bush administration. But
regardless of who leads the next
administration, the first step is to develop a
detailed strategic plan for what is to be
accomplished over the next several years.
Here are seven steps that should be included
in that plan:

I. Make e-government a key priority by
appointing a federal CIO.

A major reason why Canada ranks number
one in e-government is that it has created an
influential CIO position in the Treasury
Secretariat." Likewise, many provinces have
made significant progress because most have
a CIO that reports to the governor. Having a
lead CIO allows the entire government to
make customer-centered e-government a
priority.

2. Provide funding for cross-agency
e-government initiatives.

Taking e-government to the next level re-
quires breaking down bureaucratic barriers
and creating a citizen-centered and enterprise-
wide (as opposed to agency-specific) federal
e-government presence.'> Normally, this
means funding cross-cutting initiatives that go
beyond individual agencies. Canada is an
e-government
leader because

it allocates sig-
nificant funding
toward enter-
prise-wide ef-
forts. In FY03
alone, theTrea-
sury Board of
Canada’s CIO
spent $225.7
million on
cross-cutting

to the next level

centered and
enterprise-wide

presence.”

“Taking e-government
requires breaking down

bureaucratic barriers
and creating a citizen-

federal e-government

e-government
initiatives, in-
cluding secure infrastructure; common por-
tals, policies and standards; and online service
delivery.' In the United States, Congress and
the administration should fully implement the
E-government Act of 2002 and appropriate
$100 million per year to the interagency e-
government fund.
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3. Transform FirstGov.gov from a set of Web
links to a true online portal.

In order to create a customer-centered
Web portal for the entire government, the
Clinton administration developed Firstgov.gov
in 2000. Firstgov.gov took an important step in
the right direction by linking a large share of
federal government websites. But to be a true
citizen-centered portal, it needed to evolve
beyond just listing Web links to creating truly
integrated Web portals where content is
developed around the needs of citizens.While
the Bush administration has made some
progress on this, the Firstgov.gov site still largely
consists of Web links. For example, on the
“Education, Jobs and Volunteerism” page, the
“adult education” option connects to a
Department of Education website that seems
to relate only to college for teens.'” There is

no site with

“Customer-centered e-
government requires
moving from separate
departmental websites
to a seamless Internet
presence, organized
around citizens’ needs.”

information for
Department of
Labor training
programs.
When citizens
click on “home
buying” on
Firstgov.gov, they
are sent not to
a reengineered

site that has all
of the available
federal help for home buying, or even to a
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) site on home buying, but
rather to the HUD homepage where, they
must sort through another set of links to find
the right information. Even when the
government has developed subject-specific
portals, like Export.gov, those sites still reflect
their origins as a collection of disparate
websites.'® It is as if government is saying,
“We're customer-focused—we’ve published

an easy-to-use directory of all our individual
agency-centric programs.” But Web links do
not constitute integration.

In contrast, other governments have taken
steps to create truly integrated and independent
Web portals where content is developed
especially for the portal around the needs of
citizens. For example, Great Britain’s Direct.gov.uk
is an easy-to-use portal that contains a site
designed to help disabled persons find
information and resources they need.'” Canada
has used its portal to provide IT-enabled tools.
For example, Canada’s online Interactive Export
Planner helps entrepreneurs prepare an export
plan for their business.? Likewise, its “Interactive
Business Planner” helps firms prepare three-year
business plans and offers sample plans and
financial projection tools for many types of
businesses. For workers seeking education,
Canada’s Jobs, Workers, Training and Career
portal offers integrated information and services
for Canadians looking for work, exploring career
options, developing a learning plan, or dealing
with a workplace issue.The portal also includes
online career planning software and an e-learning
tool.!

4. Create intergovernmental Web portals.

Customer-centered e-government
requires moving from separate departmental
websites to a seamless Internet presence,
organized around citizens’ needs.To make this
work, integration must occur not only
between agencies, but also between different
tiers of government and with the private
sector.

Citizens do not much care what level of
government they are dealing with;they just want
answers.Yet, the federal government has done
little to create integrated websites that contain
comprehensive federal and state information.?
For example, a business looking for sources of
financing would be directed to the U.S. Small
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Business Administration, not to a list of all
government-supported business financing
programs—federal, state, and local—based on
zip code.

Other nations, particularly Canada, have
taken systematic steps to provide one-stop
services. For many of its applications, the
Canadian government has created websites
that seamlessly integrate federal and provincial
government information. For example, its
“Business Start-Up Assistant” is an integrated
portal to federal, provincial,and private-sector
information on how to start a business. It
provides this information by region, and
includes business registration forms as well
as up-to-date market research.?
Entrepreneurs in British Columbia, for
example, can go to one website and fill out
online all the forms they need to start a
business.?* Consumers can also go online to
get federal and provincial information
regarding consumer protection issues.?
Washington needs to take intergovernmental
e-government seriously and begin a major
initiative in these and other areas.

5. Develop new, innovative e-government
applications.

The Internet enables people to conduct
existing types of transactions with government
better and more quickly. But it also enables
government to develop entirely new applications
to serve citizen’s needs.The next administration
should make a serious effort to identify and
develop these new applications.Some possiblities
are:

O Allowing citizens to report white-collar
economic crime online;?

O Creating a“G-bay” online auction whereby
citizens can bid on government surplus
items;?’

O Creating an online comprehensive registry
of all clinical health trials and their results;and

O Developing an online literacy training tool.?®
6. Boost e-democracy.

One thing citizens want from e-government
is the ability to find out more information about
how decisions are made by the White House
and Congress.”Yet,while the federal government
has made some progress, the opportunities for
enhancing e-democracy are significant. For
example, while it is possible to find congressional
votes on particular floor bills, it is difficult to
sort through them, with no easy way to aggregate
bills or votes. Likewise, while some meetings in
Washington are open to the public, few people
can attend. As a result, Congress and the
president should take several steps to enhance
e-democracy, including:

O Enhancing the Library of Congress‘“Thomas”
system to put it on par with the Legislative
Information System used by congressional
staff;

O Creating a user-friendly congressional voting
portal that makes it easy for citizens to find
voting records of members, sorted by bill
names and type, including committee votes;
and

O Requiring that all federal public meetings be
available for viewing online.

7. Ask citizens what they want.

A final reason Canada is an e-government
leader is that the Canadian government conducts
regular surveys asking citizens what they want
to see online,’® and has established an online
advisory panel to help guide its efforts.In addition,
some Canadian government websites include an
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online feedback form that lets citizens score
the site, suggest changes, and point out
problems, such as bad links.?' The U.S.
government should emulate these efforts and
systematically solicit citizen input on e-
governments initiatives.

Conclusion

digital revolution is alive and well. Each year
more Americans get online, subscribe to
broadband, and conduct business over the
Internet. Companies continue to develop and
improve Web offerings, providing even more
value to Internet users. It is important that
the federal government is not left behind in
this process, and instead takes full advantage

of the Internet to create a government that

In spite of what some naysayers claim, the works better and costs less.
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