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Government Partnership,”” a multilateral
initiative, the purpose of which is to obtain
commitments from Governments on the
promotion of transparency, the empowerment
of citizens, combating corruption, and the
strengthening of governance through the use
of new technologies.

Conclusion

Just as open government can lead to better
governance, policy on the latter can include
implementation of open government practices.
Internet and ICT can be used to implement
such practices with hitherto unprecedented
speed and over vast distances. However,
technologies, as essential as they may be,
cannot achieve open government alone. They
can only be used to support human processes
of building trust, achieving consensus,

creating and allowing for transparency and
accountability, and giving access. It is important
that technologies be chosen that are favoured
by members of the public and tailored to their

needs when implemented. Stakeholders and
government officials need the appropriate skills
to make optimal use of technologies, as their
ineffective use can lead to miscommunication
and mistrust, and eventually damage the
relationship between the general public and
Governments.

Implementing open government through
the effective use of reliable technologies will
contribute to good governance, enabling
Governments to make the best choices for
national development and public good.

The Arab region faces many challenges on

the road towards open government and

good governance. Some are related to ICT
infrastructure and others are more fundamental
and deeply imbedded in society. Nonetheless,
the region, through its commitment to
achieving good governance, its understanding
of the difficulties involved and the advances it
has made in ICT, has the potential to implement
open government.
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helping to build trust between Governments
and the governed.

Governments can communicate with
individuals, communities and industry,

and receive feedback and ideas from them.
ICTs make it possible not only to access
vast amounts of information, but also to
analyse it and make recommendations to
government leaders and officials. They also
facilitate the delivery of public services,
obviating the need for members of the
public to travel to offices in distant cities.®

The failure of members of the public and
government officials to use ICT tools
effectively can impede the development of
open government and damage relationships
between stakeholders and Governments.

Implementing open government for good
governance in the Arab region

In the Final Statement and Report of the
12th General Annual Conference on Good
Governance and the Establishment of the
Institution-based State, held in Cairo from
8 to 10 September 2012, the participants

— from Governments, international
organizations, the business sector and
civil society — highlighted challenges, such
as instability, depletion of financial and
human resources, and overlapping and
contradicting interests between various
groups, faced by countries in the region

in achieving good governance.” Those
challenges have made public sector reform
difficult and, in some cases, eroded trust
between Governments and the public.

Conference participants underlined the
importance of good governance for social
and economic development in the Arab
region. Good governance would help
Governments to deliver services and to
ensure inclusivity and transparency, even in
difficult circumstances.™

In spite of the difficulties, many countries in
the region have implemented e-government
initiatives with the aim of improving public
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service delivery. Such projects as the Central
Recruiting System for the civil service in
Oman," the national eGovernment portal

in Bahrain™ and the Yesser programme in
Saudi Arabia™ all employ ICT to improve
public service delivery. Implementation

of these services has also brought about
greater transparency, participation,
accountability and a realization that some
government processes have to change in
order to be effective. The uptake of social
media has grown steadily in the Arab region,
where many individuals and government
bodies use Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.

More effective use of social media by
government bodies would enable them

to interact and work better with individual
members of the public, business and industry.
However, the use by Arab Governments of
social media is still in its infancy. Most of the
extant accounts date to 2010 at the earliest and
policy, strategies and guidelines on the use of
social media are generally lacking.™

Other issues, such as the lack of access to
technology infrastructure in rural areas and
limited mastery at some levels of society of
technology, Internet and social media, have
also hampered the implementation of open
government in the region.

Open government in the Arab region faces
other, more fundamental challenges. If
government bodies and decision-makers,
for instance, do not value input from
members of the public and other actors,
open government cannot succeed even if
the relevant ICTs are available and properly
run. Existing government structures and
decision-making mechanisms require
fundamental change.'® Public attitudes
should also change, given that, for some,
the notion of active and open participation
in government and decision-making is
unfamiliar and will take time to develop.

It will be some time before open government
becomes a reality throughout the Arab
region, but there is movement. Jordan has
met the criteria for membership of the Open
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Enlightenment and philosophers such

as Francis Bacon, John Locke, Voltaire,
Rousseau, Montesquieu and Diderot,

who questioned traditional systems and
promoted concepts such as equality and
accountability in government. Many of
their ideas, including those regarding the
protection and promotion of basic human
rights, remain anchored in current systems
and structures.

The concept of open government, however,
is relatively new and evolving constantly.

It is most commonly associated with
accessibility, specifically the granting of
access to government information to all
members of the public, thereby allowing
them, their communities and industry to
participate in decision-making and making
government bodies accountable and
transparent.®

Accessibility to information is only one
principle of open government. It allows
people to understand a Government’s
decisions but does not guarantee

open government, especially where no
mechanisms are in place enabling members
of the public to have their say. Elections,
public consultations on new legislation and
policies, open debate on public services and
freedom of the press are elements of open
government.b

Central to the idea of open government
through accessibility is the development of
the Internet and ICT, with their capacity for
information storage, retrieval and access,
and the rapid transfer of data to millions of
people over vast distances. Other factors,
however, are also worthy of consideration.
The fact that members of the public are
increasingly aware of their rights and
conscious of the lives they wish to lead
contributes significantly to the demand for
open government.

Open government is also about structures,
policies, legislation and services enabling
people to express their opinions and

make demands of government without

fear of retribution and punishment.
Governments should be open to criticism,
and work to eliminate difficulties and

make improvements in areas identified by
members of society. They should do so in
such a way that people understand why their
Governments make certain decisions and
their potential outcome.”

By the same token, stakeholders should not
merely stand on the sidelines and criticize,
but take their role in open government
seriously and participate with openness and
a willingness to listen to and trust leaders
and officials. Individuals, communities

and industry should be partners of the
Government, helping to implement
decisions reached through participation and
consensus-building.

Government accountability, public
involvement in decision-making processes
and the transparency of those processes
are essential for open government and,
ultimately, good governance.

Technologies that enable open government

The development of infrastructure,

the Internet and ICT has enabled near
instantaneous communication between
people over vast distances, from busy cities
to remote rural locations. Social media

and mobile technologies make it possible
to share information on any subject and
broadcast and rebroadcast it to millions

of people in an instant. They in turn can
comment on it as quickly as it was sent.®

These technologies have made the world a
highly interconnected place, in which actions
by a Government can be communicated
instantly to industry leaders and the
general public. ICT, therefore, clearly play
an important part in the delivery of open
government and the realization of good
governance at the community and national
levels.They encourage participation by all
members of the public, promote access

to information and foster accountability
and transparency in government, thereby
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Open Government and Achieving Good

Governance'

Introduction

As simple as accessing official information
and records, and as complex as harnessing
knowledge concerning the public or industry
for development, open government is
conducive to good governance. Through
information and communications
technology (ICT), open government allows
Governments and the public to interact

and share information at the community,
regional and national levels, with a view to
achieving development goals and promoting
the well-being of members of the public.
This article seeks to clarify the concepts of
open government and good governance

and the role played by technologies in
achieving them. It concludes with a look at
the implementation of these concepts in the
Arab region.

The good governance standard

Governance refers to actions taken to
govern, oversee or administer, and is the
result of a complex decision-making process
in which choices must be made. Depending
on those choices, a Government’s actions
can have a major impact, positive or
negative, on people’s lives and on business,
industry, the environment and relations
with other countries. Poor decisions can be
devastating for the social, economic and
environmental development of nations and
regions, leading to corruption, economic
decline and social injustice.?

Leaders and government officials should
endeavour to make the best decisions
possible, not only for the sake of
development, but also for the public good.
Good governance is interpreted differently
by bodies and institutions working to

achieve it, but there are eight guiding
characteristics. States should conduct their
affairs and manage their resources in a way
that is participatory, consensus-oriented,
accountable, transparent, responsive,
effective and efficient, equitable and
inclusive, and respectful of the rule of law.?

In order to achieve good governance,

a country’s social, economic and
environmental needs must be understood.
Governments should put in place
mechanisms to promote the involvement of
all stakeholders - civil society, communities,
individuals and the business sector — in
fulfilling those needs and achieving
development goals, allowing them to voice
their opinions, concerns and interests.

Stakeholders also have a responsibility

to “step up’; by holding Governments
accountable and participating in decision-
making and implementation. Good
governance, and with it social, economic
and environmental development at
community and national levels, can be
achieved when Governments and the public
work together.

Open government

Open government can facilitate good
governance by opening lines of
communication between government
and the public, allowing for the sharing
of and access to information and
knowledge, and the delivery of services.
It can contribute to the achievement of
participation, accountability, accessibility
and transparency.*

Some trace the ideas behind open
government and good governance to the
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Security and authentication of

incoming requests are prerequisites for
implementing this stage. Smartphones
need to be able to provide access to online
forms and applications and to enter data.
Capacity-building for users/members of
the public may be required to reap the full
benefits of this stage.

These functionalities can also be used
in government-to-government (G2G)
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and government-to-business (G2B)
applications, for instance by allowing traffic
police the use of smartphones to query a
central database for vehicle registration
information.

Stage 5: Financial transactions using
m-government

Transacting financial data using
smartphones requires highly secure
systems. Enabling financial transactions
on m-government portals with end-to-
end processing capability in a secure
environment is one of the main challenges
needing to be resolved in order to create a
complete m-government environment.
This typically requires integration with
pre-established payment gateways through
which financial transactions can be carried
out with credit cards or other forms of
electronic money transfer. The integration
of m-government portals with payment
gateways has proven to be a stumbling
block for some Governments and should
only be attempted after the successful
implementation of stages 1 to 4.

Endnote

*

This article, prepared by Mr. George Younes, ICT Policy Section, Technology for Development Division, ESCWA,

is an abridged preview of a chapter from a 2014 ESCWA study entitled “m-Government in the Arab Region”. For

an in-depth look, refer to the full text of the study.
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Figure. Generic five-stage model for the implementation of m-government

Stage 5: Financial transactions using m-government

Stage 4: End-to-end process automation on government portal

Stage 3: Interactive data exchange between

Stage 2: Enhanced government information

Stage 1: Basic government information

for members of the public, such as the
results of official examinations, allowing
them to locate what they are looking for with
minimal effort through their mobile phones.

Governments using classic e-government tools
may have established the functions described
in stages 1 and 2 already and may choose to
port those to the m-government environment
or design new mobile-specific applications.

Stage 3: Interactive data exchange between
government and the public

Complete interactivity is introduced at the
next stage of the m-government portal
design. Members of the public can fill

in forms, apply for various government
services and track the status of their
applications online using their mobile
devices (smartphones).

This stage does not necessarily entail
end-to-end processing of applications.
Back-end processing can be carried out
manually or offline, but members of
the public cannot get involved in the
processing or see the interim results of
an application. This shortcoming can be
overcome in stage 4.

Stage 4: End-to-end process automation on
government portal

At this stage, members of the public can
complete entire administrative processes
using the m-government portal and their
smartphone as an input/output device.
All stages of the automated process are
visible on the portal. People can track the
status of an application at any stage and
receive the final result in their electronic
mailboxes.
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A Generic Five-Stage Model for the
Implementation of Mobile-Government’

Introduction

Realizing that information and
communications technologies (ICTs) greatly
enhance capacity to improve services

and interact directly with members of the
public, Governments around the world have
invested heavily in the implementation of
e-government. In developing countries, the low
penetration rate of computers, poor computer
literacy, the high cost of infrastructure and
limited online accessibility are hampering

the growth of e-government. In developed
countries, with a much higher penetration rate
of computers and greater online accessibility,
e-government services have stalled because of
the need for a relatively bulky and expensive
piece of equipment —a PC or a laptop —to
access such services. Mobile government
(m-government), or the use of relatively
low-cost mobile technology, is therefore fast
becoming the default choice for the delivery of
public services.

An m-government implementation model

Detailed models covering the business,
technology, legal, security and other related
aspects of implementing m-government
services vary from one country to another.
We propose a generic, five-stage model
focusing on the transition to m-government.
The five stages and examples of activities
covered under each of them are discussed
below. Not all m-government services
require all five stages. Some services, for
instance, may be informational and not
transactional in nature and would thus
require only the first two stages.

Stage 1: Basic government information

Almost all m-government services require
back-end applications to capture inputs

and outputs, interpret them and send the
information and data to a smartphone. Such
applications require appropriate software
and ICT infrastructure.

The first stage entails the creation of ICT
infrastructure comprising a data centre,
the associated hardware and systems
equipment. Once the data centre is set up,
it must be populated with information and
data that are relevant to potential users.

The availability of guidelines, laws, rules,
regulations, projects, programmes and other
types of government data is essential for the
implementation of m-government services,
but civil servants generally are unwilling

to make such data public. Information
regarding government tenders, for instance,
is considered confidential, as releasing

it to the general public might encourage
corruption.

For this first stage, the simple publication
online of government programmes, benefits
and associated rules and regulations is
sufficient. Making this type of data available
helps members of the public to make
effective use of mobile services.

Stage 2: Enhanced government information

In the second stage, contents of the
m-government portal are enriched to
provide the data needed by and designed
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The main theme of this issue is dedicated to open technology initiatives. It
describes the various technological fields where the openness paradigm is
used.Then, it addresses the open data and open government initiatives in the
Arab countries, and presents the concept of open government and its role in
achieving good governance.

This issue also includes a description of the most important outputs of
the World Summit on the Information Society WSIS+10. It describes some
contemporary concepts in computing such as the Internet of Things (loT),
cloud computing and its application opportunities in the Arab region and
a five step model for the application of mobile government. It moreover
contains a summary of the Global Information Technology Report

(GITR) — 2014, and the Final WSIS Targets Review Report.




