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New Labour and E-Government ‘

SUMMARY

» E-government is conceived as the use of information communication technologies
to aid the work of government.

» E-government has the potential to empower both citizens and the state.

* It aso hasvarious risks associated with it, which while important, do not
outweigh its benefits.

*  When elected, New Labour outlined abold vision for e-government.

* New Labour srecord on e-government since then has been mixed. There have
been highly successful developments, such as online tax assessment, alongside
many missed opportunities.

» E-government has an important role in regard to public participation in the work
of government, yet there has been little progress in using information and
communication technologies for this purpose in any substantive manner.

* New initiatives have been able to harness the power of collaborative thinking in
order to create useful and interactive forms of e-government. Thisis an important
paradigm shift.

» Given the above, this pamphlet recommends the following:

0 Joined-up e-government should be acore focus of future initiatives.

Convenience for government and the citizen shou Id be key.

Bread and butter services should be seen asthe heart of e-government.
Government should concentrate on small but functional forms of progress.
Politicians and civil servants should be aware that the private sector may
well lead the way in terms of customer service innovation and eventually
the public will expect the same of public institutions and services.
Encouraging e-government at all levels will be necessary, but responsibility for
implementation and innovation should be entrusted to individual departments,
councils and services.

O O oo
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INTRODUCTION

The term e-government refers to the use of inform ation communication technologies to
aid the work of government. The term covers intra-, inter- and extra-governmental
interactions. E-government comprises the ways in which governments engage with
citizens, businesses and public bodies. E-government is concept that can be easily
manipulated and casually applied to a wide range of phenomena. Indeed, it may be that it
is seen consciously or unconsciously to add a c ertain legitimacy and authority to
various activities.

Whilst, as argued above, e-government formaly refers to the use of information
communication technologies to aid the work of government, it extends beyond the
government per se to encompass to public sector more widely. NHS Direct can be seen as
part of e-government, as can outreach programmes of public regulators and quangos. E-
government is not the same as the prevaence of e-politics web savvy parliamentarians
and parties, able to harness the internet for electora or financial purposes. It differs also
from an increasingly technologically aware e-journalism and it does not equate to the
ever more vast range of political debate to be found across the internet.

E-government may touch upon al these things, but it is definitively discrete from them.
E-government is the exclusive purview of the state itself. It can be utilised at the central
and local levels, but it is always maintained by and for the state. Moreover, it should also
be stressed that e-government is not the same thing as government ICT. The crucia
difference is that while the latter is a tool, the former is a method. And whilst e-
government is about getting politicians in touch with those they represent, it s also
crucially  about providing more convenient and eff icient access to services and
information. E-government is government via the electronic medium.

The potential of e-government

As such, e-government has the potential to empower both citizens and the state. It can
improve communications between the public and private sector and between the
government and the individual. It can enhance the accountability of officials at all levels,
thus encouraging efficiency and honesty. A well-managed e-government culture could
improve political participation - thus increasing government legitimacy - as well as
raising the level and prominence of political debate.

At a more mundane level, e-government has the power to improve access, not just to
politicians, but aso to services. Municipal services like bin collection, school
arrangements and the Citizen s Advice Bureau can have presences online. Tax can be
assessed online as could medical conditions (to a more limited degree). This saves time

1 The e stands for electronic.
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for public servants. Moreover, if government agencies can have people update their
records online, they don t need to hire staff to do it for them. Similarly, the easier citizens
can access the information they need such as how to vote, how to understand new
legislation, how to get various forms of help - the easier life becomes for the government,
both in terms of streamlined provision and resources.

The risks of e-government

However, one must appreciate the risks that come with a more extensive, decentralised
and open e-government. There are important political questions to be asked. How far
does e-government extend the role and reach of the state? With a highly integrated
system there are issues of privacy, data protection, surveillance and intrusiveness to be
considered.

We need to protect the people from government, but to some extent the government also
needs protecting from the people. Greater public input at al levels carries with it the
potential for demagoguery and grandstanding, to the detriment of norma civic
participation. For example, various groups might try to hijack online public consultations
for their own ends. This is catalysed by the internet in particular, with its premium on
anonymity tending to foster abuse, fal sehoods and malicious activities.

The wider societal impacts of the impersona nature of e-transactions also need to be
borne in mind. Robert Putham's book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of
American Community argued that declines in socia interaction and socia capital have
occurred in the United States since the middle of the twentieth century. Putnam links this
to increasing amounts of time spent by citizens in solitary pursuits, especialy using the
internet.? Similarly, it may be the case that the prevalence of electronic communications
and services in the UK may come at the cost of more traditional and time-consuming
but also more effective and socially enriching fo rms of engagement.

The so-called digital divide must also be a sourc e of concern. The ideals of e
government operate on the assumption that al citizens have equal access, yet this is
simply not the case in reality. According to the Office for Nationa Statistics, only 65% of
British households have internet access at present.® In an effort to address the worst
impacts of this, the government has announced a £300 million package to provide
vouchers to poorer families lacking broadband internet.*

2 Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New Y ork, Simon
and Schuster, 2000), p.169.

3 National Statistics Online, http:/www.statisti cs.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp? d=8 (September 21, 2008).

“ BBC News, Low income homesto get net links, http:/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/7631940.stm
(October 12, 2008).

'"Andrew Pickering 2008



New Labour and E-Government ‘

Despite al these risks, necessity outweighs caution. Providing cutting edge e-government

and especially e-commerce facilitation iscruci a. Not only is it essentia to keep the
costs of government down, but also to continue to attract investment. E-government is
now an imperative of national infrastructure.”

The purpose and structure of this pamphlet

Above all, this pamphlet will ask whether e-government directives are producing the
desired results. To what extent have recent devel opments satisfied the fundamental aims
of real e-government and how far do we still have to go?

Whilst every mature democracy is spending time and energy on improving its e
government capabilities, this pamphlet will focus on the nature of e-government in the
UK and will evaluate how it has developed in recent years. It will address both the
benefits and potential downsides to these new paradigms of state-citizen interconnection,
as well as making predictions and recommendations as to the future of the e-government
project.

| wish to argue that not only has e-government not gone far enough, but that it is being
thought about in the wrong terms. E-government s managers have not been imaginative
enough, nor have they held awide enough conception of the potential and risks of the
e-government idea.

I will begin by discussing the ideals and track record of New Labour since 1997 as
regards the implementation of e-government projects, looking a how the government
attempted to advance its agenda. How far this was successful will then be evauated,
taking into account individual schemes, as well as broader attitudes both within and
outside of government Finaly, | will attempt to form a prognosis and a set of
recommendations for the future potential of e-government.

® Tim Field, The E-government Imperative (Paris, OECD Publishing, 2003), p. 22.
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NEW LABOUR’S E-GOVERNMENT ACHIEVEMENTS

The New Labour landslide victory in the 1997 general el ection promised significant
developments in awareness, dedication to and usage of, e-government:

We will search out at every turn new ways and new ideas to tackle the new
issues. how to encourage more flexible working hours and practices to suit
employees and employers alike; how to harness the huge potential of the new
information technology; how to simplify the processes of the government
machine; how to put public and private sector together in partnership to give us
the infrastructure and transport system we need We will co-ordinate benefits,
employment and career services, and utilise new technology to improve their
quality and efficiency Labour will promote new dev elopments in telemedicine -
bringing expert advice fromregional centres of excellence to neighbourhood level
using new technology. °

The new Blair government also emphasised joined up government in an attempt to tie
together disparate departments in a multi-disciplinary initiative tied together by
government ICT.

In 1999, the Office of the E-Envoy was charged with bringing New Labour svision of e-
government to life. There is no denying that sights were set high: the E-Envoy Andrew
Pinder intended that around 95% of the 600 services tracked will be fully online by the
deadline [2005]. ’ This objective was alocated £1 billion from the public purse® By
2004, the Office of the E-Envoy s responsibilities had been moved to the E-Government
Unit of the Cabinet Office. The E-Government Unit is itself now seemingly defunct and
its website is preserved only in archive form.? In 2005 s Transformational Government:
Enabled By Technology the British Government broadened its vision for e-government
and moved the burden of this portfolio to the Chief Information Officer (C1O) Council.™°

The CIO also supports the annual e-government awards.™* The fact that such awards exist
suggests that e-government is being taken seriously. At the same time, a series of annual
awards also implies that a slower, more evolutionary change is afoot, rather than the
revolutionary ideal of the late 90s. That is, we may expect e-government to be rolled out

® Labour Party Manifesto, General Election 1997, http://www.psr.keel e.ac.uk/area/uk/man/lab97.htm
(September 20, 2008).

! Guardian.co.uk, What a way to run the country,

http://www.guardian.co.uk/technol oqy/2004/sep/02/internet.egovernmentl (September 21, 2008).

8 BBC News, Public turned off by e-government , http:/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/2570735.stm
(September 21, 2008).

° E-Government Unit, http://archive.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/e-government/ (September 20, 2008).

19 Transformational Government, http:/www.cio.gov.uk/transformational_government/strateqy/
(September 20, 2008).

1 e Government National Awards, http://www.e-governmentawards.co.uk/ (September 21, 2008).
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according to a more incremental set of steps. The fact that e-government today has a less
prominent place in government on the face of it at least may in fact be taken to
indicate the concept has become more widely embedded in the working practices of the
government as whole that it no longer needs such a strongly emphasised set of initiatives
to inculcate it.

In evaluating the successes and failures of New Labour s attempts to roll out e
government, it is helpful to look at two different aspects. service provision and public
engagement.

Service provision

In the ream of service-provision, there are some very impressive projects in existence.
The British government s core website Direct.gov. uk is perhaps the flagship of e
government in the UK. The stated aim of the site is to provide a one-stop shop for all
public services.* In August 2008, the site received 6,656,265 hits.'® Similarly, the NHS
IT system'® promises to be an immensely powerful and timesaving endeavour. The
possihilities hinted at here are huge.

Arching over these projects is the concept of the government gateway , a scheme with

the potential to vitally anchor and reinforce e-government.™ All government services
would be available via one username and password, through a centralised system. Despite
the risks of fraud, this would prove a far easier way for citizen-state interaction to
operate. However, the scheme would appear to have stalled it hasn t been rolled out as

far asit might be and public awarenessislow.

Perhaps the most-high profile of the realy useful e-government breakthroughs of the
New Labour government has been the ability for taxpayers to fill out their tax self-
assessments online.™® The crucial aspect in the success of this scheme was the fact that
the system was widely promoted well in advance. This cannot be said for the majority of
e-government projects.

12 About Directgov, http:/direct.gov.uk/en/Sitelnformation/DG_4004497 (September 12, 2008).

13 Web statistics: Directgov, http:/direct.gov.uk/en/Sitelnformation/DG_10036216 (September 12, 2008).
14 Technically known as the National Programme for 1T or NPfIT. See NHS Connecting for Health,
http://www.connectingforheath.nhs.uk (September 12, 2008).

15 Government Gateway, http://www.gateway.gov.uk/ (September 20, 2008)

® HM Revenue & Customs: File your tax return online, http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/salfile-online.htm
(September 20, 2008).
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Indeed, ambitious schemes to provide all government services online by 2005 proved
over-optimistic.’” Three years later, the majority of transactions, such as reporting crime,
registering a marriage and paying council tax cannot be carried out on the internet. The
list of government services available online even alowing for the fact that the current
list may not be up to date (which is itself telling) shows that provision remains
extremely patchy.’®

Participation and engagement

While there have been some successes in service provision, attempts to use ICT to
improve citizen engagement, input and participation have been of limited benefit. There
is great potential for e-government to engender stronger relationships between the citizen
and the state. In this regard, there is some confusion between the concepts of e-
government and e-democracy. Whilst the former regards government operations, the
latter refers to the use of electronic technology to enhance the processes of a democratic
polity. A typical example s electronic voting.™® | believe that e-government is commonly
overlooked in favour of e-democracy, which perhaps appears to the media and the public
alike to be more interesting and less technocratic and obscure. Nonetheless, e-
government has the potentia to be just as significant in public life as e-democracy does.
As such, | do not propose to examine e-democracy per se, but will instead consider the
ways in which e-government has tried to encourage public input to government itself.

When it comes to communicating or working with elected representatives, there would
above al seem to be an appetite for convenience as much as access. The ability to
communicate with politicians already exists, but evidence suggests that the public would
prefer it to be a little less onerous. A 2001 MORI poll revealed that the most popular
electronic service that could be provided by MPs would be online surgeries, followed by
working and efficient email addresses.”

Some MPs and ministers have taken to blogging as a way to engage electronically with
the public. Even the House of Lords have launched a site” Of course, blogging despite

7 UK e-government scheme caught between word and deed,
http://www.vnunet.com/vnunet/analysis'2132073/uk-government-scheme-caught-word-deed (September
21, 2008).

18 Government Gateway Help,

http://www.gateway.gov.uk/Help/Hel p.aspx?content=help_government_services online.htmé& |languageid=
0 (September 21, 2008).

Electronic voting has frequently been seen as the apogee of e-democracy. It is widdly believed that if
voters could cast the ballot from home, turnout w ould greatly increase. Voting could be carried out via
the internet, telephone, text message or even digital television.

20 Office of the E-Envoy, In the Service of Demacracy, (London, Cabinet Office, 2002), p. 32.
2 See, for example, David Milliband, https://blogs.fco.gov.uk/roller/miliband/ (September 19, 2008);
Harriet Harman, http://blog.harrietharman.org/ (September 19, 2008); Tom Watson, http://www.tom-

10
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claims to the contrary is quite often a one-way affair, with the blogger speaking and
others listening. Professional politicians are as likely to use such a medium as a tool for
self-aggrandizement as anything else.

One of the more radical ways that e-government could improve public input to
government is in using interactive electronic public consultations, citizens juries and
opinion panels. This could be employed at the national and local levels and could include
more people and would be easier and cheaper to carry out than traditional forms of
consolation. Moreover, these consultations could in part address a perceived democratic
deficit in which the public feels estranged from government decision-making.

Another key role of government is to allow the public access to its workings. It is
therefore crucia that both government departments and legislative bodies maintain
accessible and informative websites. It is beyond this pamphlet to survey all ministerial
sites, all local and regional legislatures and the great numbers of websites run by various
parts of the civil service.

However, | will take one example the website of P arliament. As the formal scrutineer
of the government, it is essential that Parliament communicate its activities to the public
in an effective manner. This ought to stand as an exemplar for the rest of the system and
is especially important when Westminster is distant, either literally or metaphorically.
Despite efforts to improve it, the site”” remains rather unfriendly to the core end user
the British citizen. Whilst the sites designers do have a rather daunting task the
activities of Parliament are, after all, quite complex the website remains arcane and
difficult to navigate and use.

On the other hand, in some areas, progress in encouraging participation has been
significant. The Electoral Commission, for example, maintains a set of well-designed and
useable websites, allowing citizens to search the electoral register, to register to vote, find
their nearest polling station and advice on getting involved in political activity.?
However, take registering to vote as an example. The Commission s site ssmply enables
the user to print out the appropriate form and asks them to post it to their local authority.
Asin many other cases, information is provided in abundance, but the ability to actually
carry out basic transactionsiis limited.

The need for reform

watson.co.uk/ (September 19, 2008); Lords of the Blog, http://lordsofthebl og.wordpress.com/ (September
19, 2008).

22 UK Parliament. http://www.parliament.uk (September 11, 2008).

23 Electora Commission, http://www.electoral commission.org.uk/ (October 12, 2008).
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Even where the public is using online services, they are not necessarily engaging with
government. Like a successful business of the internet age, a state that was truly e-
savvy would be interacting in a flexible and innovative manner with its customers.
This cannot be said to be the case for the British Government. The internet has above all
been used to facilitate the wider and easier usage of existing forms of limited interaction,
rather than to develop new ones. Furthermore, the public has not been convinced that
online input will be taken any more seriously, or be any more effective than more
traditional forms of |obbying.

Indeed, some reports in the media have suggested that the public are turned off by e-
government . * Yet this has been due more to specific failures than anything inherent to
e-government as an idea. Others have suggested that British citizens prefer traditional
methods of interaction such as face-to-face services (such as at Post Offices) and the
telephone®® Incidentally, some Post Offices now campaign against their closure with
signs telling loca residents that to use the internet for transactions - instead of the Post
Office - contributes to the closures.

However, there have been some more recent attempts to counter these problems and
harness the imagination of citizens to create dynamic new e-government projects. For
example, the Show Us A Better Way site from the Power of Information taskforce
provides visitors with government data and asks for ideas of new ways to use and present
that data for public consumption. The tag line is Tell us what you'd build with public
information and we could help fund your ideal ?° The Show Us A Better Way scheme
sets an example for how intelligent, joined-up e-government should work. Significantly,
the project would seem to be more than superficial headline-seeking. Though the scheme
is billed as a competition and is only temporary, the task force is offering £20,000 for
contributors to take the best ideas into development.?’

It is interesting to note that both the Show Us A Better Way and the Power of
Information sites are not obviously government-run. They are not subsections of a
government department s site, nor do they even use government logos very prominently.
The taskforce s site is in fact a ssimple weblog, obtained for free from WordPress. A
similar example is MyNeighbourhood a project of W est Midlands Police, which aso
appears independent of central government involvement and uses a dot.info address
rather than a dot.gov.uk or dot.police.uk URL (uniform resource locator).

2 BBC News, Public turned off by e-government , http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/2570735.stm
(September 20, 2008).

% BBC News, Britons do not want e-government , http:/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/1935848.stm
(September 20, 2008).

% Show Us a Better Way, http://www.showusabetterway.com (September 21, 2008); Power of Information
Task Force, http://powerofinformation.wordpress.com (September 21, 2008).

%" show Us a Better Way: About this Competition, http://www.showusabetterway.co.uk/call/about.html
(September 21, 2008).
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AN EVALUATION OF NEW LABOUR’S E-GOVERNMENT

In evaluating the success of New Labour s attempts to broaden e-government, we must
conclude that the reality has rarely met the rhetoric. Insignificant and superficia forays
into online interactiveness have been more common than substantial and worthwhile
innovation in service provision by the central state. Whilst endeavours such as the
Downing Street Twitter *® page and Harriet Harman s blog® do show willing, they lack
that which makes e-government so important: usefulness in the sense of greater
efficiency or convenience - to either the state or the citizen.

Overall, since 1997, New Labour s achievements in the sphere of e-government have
been mixed. In 2008, it is possible to say that government is falling behind even its own
expectations and has failed to fully embrace the potential highlighted in its own rhetoric.
More recently, a limited understanding of the importance of web 2.0 has been a
contributing factor.

Where substantive government websites exist, they have largely - become adept at
providing advice, contact details and documents. This has been driven in particular by a
public demand for easily accessible information. But the real essence of e-government
goes beyond this, as we have seen. The government s most significant failing is that it
has been unable to move its electronic reach beyond merely helping citizens answer their
guestions. Helping them to act either filling in forms or organising politicall y is the
key to effective and worthwhile e-government and New Labour s seeming inability to
grasp this has been its chief failing.

| am not alone in this assessment. The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee
has drawn its own conclusions regarding progress in e-government. As the Committee
reported in 2002, simply converting conventional processes to Internet-based
applications will not realise the significant improvements in efficiency which IT can
make possible. ** Another report in 2008 criticised the government s web presence. The
Guardian reported that:

The quality of government websites has improved on ly dlightly in the past six
years and one in six has become significantly worse the public was

generally satisfied with government websites but a third of sites failed to meet
the Cabinet Office’s user accessibility standards. Government websites did not

% Twitter isa micro blogging platform. The user (in this case, Downing Street) provides a series of short
updates, typically to inform the reader about what the user is doing at any given time. See Twitter/Downing
Street, http://twitter.com/downingstreet (September 11, 2008).

2 Harriet Harman, http://bl og.harrietharman.org/ (September 20, 2008).

%0 House of Commons Public Accounts Sixty-Sixth Re port,

http://www.publi cations.parliament.uk/pa/cm200102/cmsel ect/cmpubacc/936/93603.htm (September 21,
2008).
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compare favourablg/ with commercial websites, particularly those of banks and
travel companies. >

A previous report from the committee also found that Downing Street s own website had
even failed to keep an accurate list of ministers.®

3 Guardian.co.uk, Watchdog calls for shake-up of government websites,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politi cs/2008/apr/29/whitehall .egovernment (September 21, 2008).

%2 BBC News, Public turned off by e-government , http:/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/2570735.stm
(September 21, 2008).
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Given these assessments, it isimportant to consider the future prospects for e-government
and to attempt to formul ate recommendations for improvement.

Above al, government should be thinking in bigger and broader terms. For e-government
to work, each part needs to be more integrated with every other part. Joined-up e
government should be a core focus of future initiatives. The government gateway project,
as discussed above, was a step in the right direction, despite its present inertia.

When considering e-government from the point of view of the end-user the citizen it
is important to bear in mind that for government websites as for the internet as a whole,
the key should be convenience. If the same issue is examined from the government s
standpoint, it is apparent that convenience for the citizen is reflected in greater efficiency,
in terms of time, money and manpower.

It is crucial not to focus solely on the higher profile, yet perhaps more superficial modes
of e-government, such as Downing Street s Y ouTube channel®; or schemes to encourage
youth voting. The heart of e-government is the bread and butter services, used daily by
citizens. For example, moves for doctor s appointments to be booked online in a flexible
manner constitute just the kind of small but functional steps that government should
concentrate on in order to develop genuinely useful forms of e-government.

The role of the public and business

Moreover, | would argue that government ought to delegate its e-government operations
to a greater degree. Encouraging e-government at all levels will be necessary, but
responsibility for implementation and innovation should be entrusted to individual
departments, councils and services. Indeed, e-government can be greatly enhanced if
government is willing to loosen its control still further. In looking to the future, it is
important to realise that citizens and business ssmply will not wait for government, except
when absolutely necessary. The democratising power of the internet means that bottom-
up grassroots initiatives tend to both more popular and more effective than lumbering
top-down impositions.

There is a quite understandable desire of government not to integrate too closely with
citizen-led projects or initiatives of private enterprise. Some aspects of e-government
relate too closely to public goods and those issues that are generally considered too
politically sensitive for business to be permitted a hand in (education being a prime
example). There is a limit, then, to what we can legitimately ask for and expect from e-

% YouTube DowningSt's Channel, http://www.youtube.com/user/DowningSt (September 20, 2008).
15
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government. In the name of public security, some transactions and services must by
necessity be carried out in more traditional ways.

Overall, though, the state s tendency is often to follow wider societal changes, rather than
the other way around. It remains the case that simple transactions are still far easier to
carry out in the private sector, electronically. The public sector continues to follow
behind private enterprise in innovation, and even keeping up with expectations. In short,
government will always lag behind e-society, with the former driving the latter. Truly
significant change is probably not going to come from those on the inside of government;
they will have to have it forced on them to some extent. And change will increasingly be
expected, if not demanded, as a requirement of a modern competitive economy, as argued
above. Business may well lead the way in terms of customer services and eventually we
will expect the same of our public institutions and services.

16
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CONCLUSION

New Labour s record for e-government implementation has been one of missed
opportunities and missed targets, interspersed with the occasional outstanding exception,
such as Direct.gov.uk. Nonetheless, thereis agreat deal that can be done to improve.

Central government tends to lack the flexibility required of a worthwhile e-government.
It dso has a propensity to hold onto information in a closed manner. For these reasons, |
would argue that if further developments are to be successful, they will require
government to take a more decentralised, open and broad-minded view of e-government.
Above all, though, if they want to harness the potential of technology properly, al levels
of government have to take the e-government concept much more seriously.

17
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