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1. How Can E-Government Enable Information Disclosure?

· Government is probably the biggest collector, processor and custodian of information of any sector of society.  While government uses this information itself, commercial interests also need to have access to it because of its value (either inherently or with further processing), or because it relates to corporate rights, responsibilities or regulation. Citizens and citizens organisations are interested in information which bears on their entitlements and obligations, or on the performance of government, while researchers and journalists are potentially interested in all information at every level of detail.

· From the Government's perspective, information provision falls into three categories:

· information that government wishes to disseminate; 

· information that Government collects for itself but may make available for use by others; 

· information that Government is required to supply (e.g. public requests or responses to journalist’s enquiries, questions from legislators, etc.).
· E-Government refers to the use by government agencies of information technologies (such as Wide Area Networks, the Internet, and mobile computing) that have the ability to transform relations with citizens, businesses, and other arms of government.  These technologies can serve a variety of different ends: better delivery of government services to citizens, improved interactions with business and industry, citizen empowerment through access to information, or more efficient government management.  The resulting benefits can be less corruption, increased transparency, greater convenience, revenue growth, and/or cost reductions.

· E-government can be also defined as the use of ICT to promote the dissemination of information about political processes and public services and to facilitate both online interaction and transactions.  The term e-government potentially encompasses a broad spectrum of activities involving the purposed deployment of modern communications and information technologies to improve government operations and services as well as to enable a more cooperative and meaningful relationship with citizens and other non-state actors.  E-government thus defined is about the way governments operate.

· However, because of the associated empowerment of participants through information, e-government efforts also have the potential to transform government and governance itself, among other aspects by solidifying the scope for “vertical accountability” (citizens holding government accountable to electoral promises) and opening a space for “horizontal accountability” of the state to civil society, judicial and legislative institutions, watchdog entities and others.

· As the amount of information disseminated electronically grows, practical issues emerge. Among them is how to distinguish 'official' sources from non-official ones, which could be providing misinformation. One approach is to employ a 'single window' on Government information - as illustrated by the British Government Information Service (GIS) at www.open.gov.uk.  At the same time, 'branding' provides the layout rules to give Government information a well-known 'look and feel', whether provided by Departments, Agencies or through private contractors.  Ultimately, where authentication has to be proved (e.g. offering medical guidance), technical options such as digital signatures and certification might have to be used.
· As electronic means allow information from many sources to be accessed at the same time (and in the case of the WWW via the same 'window'), it becomes very obvious that the quality and consistency of information and advice disseminated electronically varies between and within different tiers of government.  Indeed, experienced 'Web surfers' claim to be able to tell whether the content on a Web site is controlled by information professionals, IT departments, marketing and PR, etc.  This has led to the need for organizations to develop a coherent 'information strategy' which sets out aims and establishes responsibilities for content, editorial control and disseminating information.
2. The Debate on Information Disclosure Initiatives through E-Government

· Public disclosure of administrative and financial information through the Internet, even when there is no citizens' application, is becoming part of standard operating procedures adopted by governments to increase transparency and fight corruption.  Decisions are usually made in advance as to the need for public availability before a document is drafted.  Documents are then put on the Internet so that the public can retrieve them on-line.  The information is also open to the public through "home-pages" of public organizations.  Relevant laws usually need to be relaxed to enable on-line publicity of government information.
· The divergence between dealing with government, in the real world, and operating as a citizen or a business in the online world, is focusing attention on the extent to which governments are incorporating the online world in their service delivery models, especially when dealing with disclosure of sensitive information.

· Just few years ago, pioneer government agencies in a few countries started publishing information online, and organizing their web presence around how they operated and the services they delivered in their physical facilities.  This was true too of early private sector forays onto the Internet, where real world organizations were replicated in the virtual world on the assumption that consumers would behave in the same fashion online.
· Experience has shown that this model does not deliver a change in customer service levels, and that an online presence should be based around what the citizen wants to do, rather than how the agencies are organized.  This approach, known as “intentions based design”, is common in the online activities of the leading countries.  Singapore introduced this design early through its “e-Citizen” website, which was developed around the lifecycle of the citizen and the typical interactions they would have with government at various stages of their life.
· A new approach, called “customer relationship management – CRM”, is now entering the government sphere.  CRM is the name given to techniques of managing customer information that allow enterprises to streamline communication and marketing processes by tailoring offerings, minimizing duplication of information gathering, and profiling customer behavior to predict likely future requirements.  The simplest manifestation of CRM is being remembered on the second and subsequent occasions you interact with a business, with only the products and services appropriate to one's individual circumstances being offered.  Governments have the largest customer base in the world and stand to benefit enormously from adopting CRM disciplines in terms of increased efficiencies and lower service delivery costs.
3. Online Financial Disclosure Systems:  A tool to increase transparency and fight corruption

· Financial disclosure systems serve two main purposes.  The first is to monitor changes over time in the economic situation of public officials.  The second is to detect and prevent potential conflict of interests between public officials and the private sector.

· Unexplained shifts in the financial fortunes of public officials can signal a wide range of improper behavior.  The classic case is the problem of corruption, defined as the private buying of public authority.

· A situation of conflict of interest is present when there is a collision between the private interest of the public official and the duties and obligations attached to his or her position. Conflicts of interest include, sometimes, situations of multiple employments.  Such cases arise when the public employee has more than one income from the public sector or a combination of public and private incomes.  The law does not always ban this situation.  Also a situation of conflict of interest occurs when a public official has the opportunity to use his or her decision-making capacity to obtain a personal gain or benefit.  In this case, the private interest of the public official is promoted above the public interest.

· Conflicts of interest and corruption also undermine some of the most important assumptions on the proper functioning of democracy and the public sector.  It debilitates the ideal of equality and fairness.  Under these circumstances, the impartiality required in public decision-making is left aside and replaced by tailor-made decisions to suit private necessities.

· Some countries have implemented systems of financial disclosure forms using software that provides a user-friendly design for public officials to complete the electronic form. The software can be downloaded from the web or copied from a compact disk.  Once the form is completed, the software generates a secured document and sends it via Internet to a server located in a designated government office.  The transmission cannot take place unless the public official submits all the required data, thus avoiding the omissions of the paper-based model. After the electronic document is sent, the user immediately receives a printed certificate of the transmission, plus a printed copy of the full document.  These systems will only transmit via Internet information from the form that does not infringe privacy. Furthermore, the software incorporates a set of safety devices that are standard operational procedure for the transmission of information using the Internet.  To minimize errors in completing the forms, programs are designed to perform only if all the required information has been completed.  This has yielded a drastic reduction in the number of forms rejected due to formal errors or incomplete information.  At the same time, it has significantly added to the consistency and integrity of the available information. 
4. Some Examples of Online Information Disclosure tools in the LAC Region

· E- government is at an early stage in the majority of countries of the LAC Region, but is quite advanced in some important cases.  To have an overview of the state of e-government in selected countries of the Region, it is useful to distinguish between three levels of functionality:

· Web presence, or the passive publishing of information, usually on an uncoordinated basis, agency by agency (an advanced form of this is an integrated information delivery platform or one-way portal to all relevant agencies).

· Interactive communication, where users communicate with agencies (active/passive or active/active).
· Transaction (active/active).

· Most e-government activity in LAC countries takes place at the first, least-developed, level of “web presence” today.  Additionally, e-government is so far largely a task of central governments and of the Executive, often through the Office of the President or the Ministry of Economy/Finance.  Many of the executive-level applications cover such sectors as fiscal administration, public procurement, social security benefits, civil registry documentation, and customs procedures.  In the countries where e-government applications have been implemented in these sectors, a previous process of financial information systems integration can be observed, a pre-requisite for the consolidated, timely delivery of this type of information.

· In the legislative branch, most sites offer general information about parliament members and approved legislation; more recently developed legislative websites also include the agendas of the plenary and commissions, bills being debated (with the ability to send in comments and suggestions), and information about legislators’ record of attendance.

· In the judicial branch the most commonly available information is on the organization and authorities of the Judiciary, as well as current legislation and regulations.  In some countries, judiciary websites provide specific information about verdicts and ongoing procedures, offering online access to files and other case-specific information (usually through a password-protected access to an intranet).

· Foremost among all LAC countries are Chile and Brazil. Mexico has recently made significant gains in delivering services online Colombia has also adopted a vision for e-government and has consistently used new technologies to support state reform, including performance measures for government agencies.  Other countries (Peru, Bolivia, Panama, El Salvador) are currently developing e-government strategies, and in Uruguay the authorities are committed to fostering the “information society” while gradually developing e-government functionality in sectors such as procurement.  In other countries (Costa Rica, Honduras) the emphasis has been on the role of ICT in such sectors as health and education.  Finally, countries such as Guyana, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador and Barbados display some notable advances applied to specific sectors such as fiscal administration, civil registry and identification, and availability of government databases for consultation online.  A special case is Argentina, a country with perhaps one of the best communications’ infrastructure and human resources in the Region.  Argentina was a pioneer in information disclosure but its early efforts have been shadowed by lack of continuity in official policies.

· The last section of this presentation reports some examples of online information disclosure in Brazil, Chile and Argentina:

1. Brazil.
· The leader in e-government in Latin America, Brazil views e-government ("a tool in the service of fiscal responsibility") as a strategic instrument for reducing spending without reducing services.  Brazil defined its e-government vision, “Sociedade de Informação,” in 1999.  The Brazilian government made it a priority to establish policies for communications and information technology within public administration.  The requirements were that this policy should help improve organization, integration, efficiency and transparency through the use of new mechanisms of electronic inter-activity.  The Federal Government already offers a wide range of services on the Internet that enables information disclosure.  These services are almost completely integrated within the Redegoverno (“GovernmentNet”) portal, with more than 800 services and 4,800 types of information.  Some of the most important Internet services that allow disclosure of information to citizens are:

· Tender details for government purchases;

· Register of government suppliers;

· Follow- up of judicial processes;

· Information on retirement funds and other social security benefits;

· Information on federal government programs.

· “Brasil Transparente” is an open government program, which promotes various projects and actions in the legal and administrative fields that seek to monitor the public sector.  Here, the emphasis is on tools that promote public control of government.  The federal government has also developed a policy for management of information security, which is establishing standards for electronic certification and authentication (public key infrastructure – ICP-gov).
· “ComprasNet” (www.comprasnet.gov.br) is the Internet Portal of the Federal Government for electronic purchases.  In this portal, one can find everything about the current Brazilian legislation on competitive bidding and contracts by the public administration, as well as all the invitations for bid and the on going electronic auctions.  To make the operation of the ComprasNet portal possible, partners and suppliers have been connected to the federal government’s information systems through an extranet linked, among others, to the Federal Government Financial System (SIAFI), the Federal Revenue Bureau and the Company for Social Security Data Proccesing.  The legal and fiscal status of government’s suppliers can then be checked automatically by the system.
· E-government in Brazil is not restricted to the federal level.  State and municipal governments also offer numerous services that disclose information to citizens electronically.  In the state of São Paulo, one can pay a water bill or report a stolen vehicle, mobile phone, or identification card.  In the state of Pernambuco, citizens can denounce environmental crimes or consult taxpayers’ irregularities.  In the state of Paraná, drivers can dispute traffic tickets and consumers can check the probity of businesses.  Aracaju, Campinas, Cuiabá, Curitiba, Goiânia, Londrina, Manaus, Natal, Palmas, Recife, Rio de Janeiro, Santo André, São Luís, São Paulo, Teresina, and Vitória are just some of the cities that offer various online services, ranging from government procurement to sewer treatment requests.  Porto Alegre goes beyond offering online public services: it utilizes the Internet to bring the common citizen directly into the decision making process.  Through the “Orçamento Participativo” (OP) initiative, citizens decide on services to be offered and investments to be undertaken by the local government.  Residents of Porto Alegre can obtain a username and password and register their suggestions and requests online. They can also use the web to accompany the course of negotiations.  OP contacts registered participants via e-mail whenever necessary.

· To democratize access to information and participation, Brazilian local governments have installed public terminals with free access to the Internet.  The “Postos de Informação Participativos” established by the city of Campinas in eleven different localities are just one example of initiatives to grant citizens that do not own computers access to the extensive list of services and information made available online by the Brazilian public sector.
· Finally, with the municipal elections of 2000, Brazil became the first country in the world to have a fully electronic electoral process in all of its municipalities.  In the 2002 presidential elections, official results were known in less than twenty-four hours in all of the 26 states.
· Despite these advances, the government’s diagnosis is that there is a need for a wide-ranging, integrated policy to consolidate the achievements to date and move towards universal access to information technologies in general and to those services that are of interest to the general public.  One problem is that the government’s electronic information services are structured around various isolated networks.  This means that these services are not as efficient or interactive as they could be; the interfaces are not very user-friendly; and different government offices show vastly different levels of performance when it comes to incorporation of information technologies. Intercommunication between the various systems is still very limited, given that they were conceived under now-obsolete technologies.  This means that the federal government’s corporate administrative systems are unnecessarily centralized, lack integration and focus on the management of process rather than functions.  A final problem is the lack of a legal framework to ensure the authenticity of electronic documents, particularly electronic payments to the government.

2. Chile
· Chile’s “Trámite Facil”, a one-stop shop to government online, is an example of the “transaction” type of e-government, which goes beyond pure disclosure of information online.  The country has advanced intra-agency IT platforms and the process of inter-agency coordination to a sufficient degree to be able to make available to users online services provided by the state through this portal.  The site is organized by area of government action and allows for immediate access to services without the need to know which agency is responsible for offering it. For most of the transactions listed, detailed information is available, as well as online forms that can be downloaded or submitted via e-mail. Some transactions, payable by credit card, can be completed online (for example, civil registry certificates).  Taxes can be filed and paid online as well.

· The Chilean e-system also provides, online, all the information related to procurement operations, including the public agency’s pro-file and the name, title, address, phone number, e-mail, and fax number of the public officer in charge of the operation.  Finally, the system gives information on the results of the bidding: who participated, their economic and technical scores, their economic proposals, who won the bid, and historical information on the public agency’s purchases and contracts.  The Government Procurement Act makes participation in the e-system mandatory for all public agencies over the medium term.  The system will be incorporated gradually, however, to allow for modifications resulting from lessons gathered during the pilot plan.  A private company manages the e-system as a way to obtain its maximum efficiency and dynamism, generate savings in public administrative costs, and encourage the growth and development of e-commerce in Chile.

3. Argentina.  
· The system of online financial disclosure implemented in Argentina has basically eliminated the printing and distribution of paper forms.  Given that the law ultimately requires a "paper document", the software automatically prints the form at the end of the Internet transmission, reducing it to a minimum.  The centralization of electronic data allows decentralizing the custody of paper forms.  The Anticorruption Office at the Ministry of Justice in Argentina maintains the records of only the highest-ranking public officials.  This reduced the number of forms in custody from over 30,000 to less than 1,500.  It also permitted the Office to concentrate monitoring and control efforts on critical levels of the Administration.  Under the current system, the average processing time to obtain a copy of a financial disclosure form is less than forty-eight hours.

· Several lessons were learned based on the experience of redesigning the financial disclosure forms in Argentina:

· First, evidence has demonstrated the advantages of using information technology and the incentives to move from paper forms to a computer-based model as rapidly as possible.

· Second, prior to implementing a computer-based system it is critical to determine the managerial capacity of the agency that will administer the system, as well as the technological and administrative capacity of the public officials and agencies affected by the new system. 

· Third, administering a system that relies on electronic forms generates substantial savings in time and expense.  Paper forms are particularly ill suited for the demands of financial disclosure and as a result, are more costly, less reliable and require higher administrative costs.

· Fourth, electronic forms are more effective.  There has been a significant increase in the level of compliance and, more important, in the level of accuracy of the available information.  The new system is more dependable and provides information that is more reliable.

· Fifth, electronic forms have the potential to enhance the capacity of financial disclosure systems by improving the ability of the administration to monitor situations of illicit enrichment and conflicts of interest.

· Sixth, electronic systems permit citizens and the press to monitor the financial status of public officials.  The figures show a dramatic increase in the number of financial disclosure forms consulted both by journalists and by citizens at large.  Citizens are playing an active role in the process of monitoring and building trust in the public administration.

· Seventh, even redesigned financial disclosure forms are no panacea.  Reformed systems are only useful to the extent other preventive policies, procedures and institutions are in place and functioning.  For example, steps should be taken to ensure that rules defining conflict of interests are narrowly defined and clear.  Success in the fight against corruption requires a battery of well-coordinated initiatives.  It is far less than honoring a promise to establish an efficient system and not having the adequate institutional strategies to analyze and investigate cases and situations of conflicts of interest or illicit enrichment.  At least in the case of Argentina, there is preliminary evidence that shows that the new system was effectively coupled with analytical and investigative tools.

· In parallel with the implementation of an online financial disclosure system, the Government of Argentina launched in 2000 the portal Cristal, which was designated to disseminate online, and in an easily understood format, all information concerning the use of public funds in Argentina. This includes information not only about the amounts of money devoted to different programs, but also how these funds are administered.  Cristal was specifically created to fulfill the mandate established under the Fiscal Responsiblity Law, which requires that the state make available "to whatever institution or interested person" the following information related to the administration of public funds:

· execution of budgets 

· purchase orders and public contracts 

· payment orders submitted to the National Treasury and other treasuries of the National Pubic Administration 

· payments issued by the National Treasury and other treasuries of the National Public Administration 

· financial and employment data concerning permanent and contracted staff, and those working for projects financed by multilateral organizations 

· a list of retirees and pensioners of the armed forces and security forces 

· an account of the public debt, including terms, guarantees, interest costs, etc. 

· inventory of plant and equipment and financial investments 

· outstanding tax and customs obligations of Argentine companies and people 

· regulations governing the provision of public services, and the regulatory organizations themselves 

· all information necessary for the communitary control of social expenditures 

· Links to the Cristal site are provided on all of the principal websites of the National Public Administration, as well as on the sites of many non-governmental organizations. This should have helped to ensure a steady traffic of visitors.  However, a key lesson learned with Cristal is that, since the site has not been updated for almost two years due to the current crisis in Argentina, online disclosure of Government information is not enough to combat corruption and increase transparency in presence of lack of stable institutions and political commitment to change established practices.
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