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Electronic Government and Electronic Civics
Jane E. Fountain

Electronic government and electronic civics embrace awide range of topics. Electronic
government and electronic civics include in their purview the development, use, and implications
of new practices, processes, forms and interests in government and civic life occasoned by the
Internet, World Wide Web and related information and communication technologies. They are
concerned with individuals and the groups they form and sustain in order to bring coherence and
gability to community life. At adightly higher levd of andys's, eectronic government and
electronic civics take account of the use and implications of the Internet for dl forms of civic
engagement from the development and articulation of individua and group values and interests
in public affairs to the many relationships between and among communities, the polity, and the
date. With respect to forma government systems, el ectronic government and electronic civics
encompass the use and implications of information and communication technologiesin dl
branches of government—the legidature, executive, and judiciary—aswell asat dl levels of
government including locd, sate, federd, transnationa, and globa. The intersection of the
Internet and governance spans the traditiond fields and subfields of community politics and
participation aswell asthose of politica sociology, politica science, and politica economy.
Citizenship and Internet Voting

Civics and government in democratic sysemstypicdly rely on voting as akey
mechanism of representation and choice through dectoral and referenda processes. Itislogica
to expect that Internet voting would render civic participation more convenient and, thus,
possibly increase participation in dectora and referenda politics. However, Internet voting

rases ahost of challenges that make it more difficult to implement than eectronic commerce or



other types of dectronic government gpplications. Internet voting systems must conggently
attain security, equity, and privacy criteriathat are not yet widely feasible.

A mgor study and workshop concerning Internet voting, supported by the U.S. Nationd
Science Foundation, reached severd conclusions: Voting from remote locations such as the
home or office (or remote Internet voting) would present subgtantid risks likely to undermine the
integrity and credibility of the voting process. It was recommended that remote Internet voting
should not be used widdy until severa socia and technica issues are resolved. However, use of
the Internet at polling placesis technically feasble and socidly neutrd in itsimplications
Internet-based systems could be developed that would tally votes quickly and accurately.
Election officids could maintain control over such systems and the voting processitsdf to
ensure privacy and security. A third option, Internet voting at kiosks which could be located
more widdy than traditional voting sites, for example, a shopping mals or at public libraries,
represent an extenson of centraly located Internet voting systems.  Although a greater number
of voting sites multiplies some types of risk, Internet voting by kiosk represents alikely
intermediate step between remote Internet voting and the use of the Internet to support traditiona
polling locetions.

Internet voting raises multiple research questions. It is not known, for example, what the
effects of Internet voting might be on civic participation, on the credibility of the electord
process, on the role of deliberation and representation in government, or on political campaigns.
A hogt of technical issues require further research. These take in the need to maintain security,
scaability, secrecy, and rdiability. 1t isnot clear what effect various interface designs might
have on the choices voters make when voting. Further, socioeconomic differences may correlate

with different Internet voting patterns implying that research would have to take account of



socioeconomic categories. Findly, legd frameworks thet regulate jurisdictions, voter fraud,
ligbility for eection system failures, and absentee voting would require modification as the
underlying technologies for voting change.

Electronic Government: Local, State, and Federal Developments

The development of the Internet and the World Wide Web during the early 1990s led
governments in most advanced industrid countries to begin to develop e-government. Inits
most Smple form, e-government refers to the availability of government information and some
public services over the Internet. At amore complex leve, government officids and
policymakers use information and communication technologies to restructure government
agencies, operations, and relationships across agencies and with nongovernmental organizations.
Agenciesincreasingly have made information available ortline including laws, rules and
regulations aswell asavad array of information regarding topics of immediate interest to
citizens such as retirement, disability, hedlth, education, housing, agriculture, trangportation and
the environment. In addition, interactive public servicesincreasingly are available including tax
filing for individuas and businesses, licenang, regigtration, and permitting.

State and local governments typicaly innovate before larger centra governments.
However, locd and state governments vary dramaticaly in the extent of dectronic information
and services avallable primarily because such governments range from small, poor, rurd
communities with little access to the Internet to large metropolitan areas with extensve
infrastructure and arange of conditionsin between.

A well developed loca government web portd illustrates the current state- of-the-art of
electronic government and eectronic civicsin large municipdities. The City of Indiangpolis and

Marion County website (http://mwww.IndyGov.org) provides extensive government information




online indluding the city and county budgets, € ection information, and city and county
ordinances. The porta alows usersto search for and pay parking tickets online; report
abandoned vehicles, trash pickup problems, pot holes, sawer problems and other complaints
onling; file taxes; caculate child support; research permits; and access zoning and other maps.
The geographic information systems (GIS) agpplications available on the website supply severa
maps including the location of bus routes, family centers, fire Sations, police digtricts, recycling
gtes, sportsfacilities, and palling places. The City of Indiangpolis and Marion County
interactive porta affords accessto civil and crimind court records, permits, police and sheriff
reports, and property information including parce and owner histories. To promote and enhance
community and civic engagement, the IndyGov.gov website enables online access to volunteer
opportunitiesin Centrd Indiana through a service cdled VolunteerMatch Indiangpalidl, a
partnership of the United Way of Centrd Indiana and the City of Indiangpolis.

Although examples of impressive e ectronic government web portas are growing, the
average leved of information and service on state and loca government websites remains modest.
For example, the mean number of interactive government services available on state government
webgtesin the U.S. was only four in 2000. The most common service available online at the
date government leve is sate government employment information alowing computer usersto
find state government jobs online. In 2000, 32 state government websites included such
information. 1n some cases, these websites dlow citizensto goply for jobs online as well.
Twenty four sates dlow individud citizensto file persond income taxes online. A small, but
growing, number of other services available in asmaler number of state governmentsinclude

motor vehicle registration and renewal, ordering vita records (marriage, birth, and desth



certificates) online, searchable sex offender registries, and application and purchase of hunting
and fishing permits and licenses.

State governments with the most highly devel oped websites typicaly have organized
portals that conform to the interests of citizens rather than the organization of state government
agencies. The State of Virginiawebsite invites users to cregte a customized homepage
personalized according to information and services of interest to acitizen. The State of North
Carolina devel oped three government portals focusing on citizens, businesses, and government
employees. Many governments, particularly those at the federa and state levels, have grouped
information and services even further by client type, for example, by organizing information and
services of interest to students, senior ditizens, and smal businesses. In the mid-1990s, some
large government agencies began to develop “virtua agencies,” or cross-agency web portals
organized by client type rather than agency. The U.S. federd government first organized
students.gov, seniors.gov, and business.gov, to provide citizens with asingle point of contact
with government. There are gpproximately 30 virtud agenciesin the U.S. federd government.

A single portd, FirsGov (http://mww.firsgov.gov), connects to al Federal agency Web pages

and is one of the largest repositories of Web pagesin existence.

Therange of interactive services and information in eectronic government websites
increases as policymakers innovate using information and communication technologies. Federd
government webdgites in the United States allow taxpayersto file returns online. In 1999, for
example, 20,000 citizens used credit cards to pay their federa taxes over the Web. The
Environmenta Protection Agency provides environmenta and regulatory datato the public over
the web and estimates that it saves approximately $5 million annualy by digitd provision of

information. Public hedth agencies a the community, state, and federal levels have access to



previoudy centrdly held information through the Information Network for Public Hedth
Officids (INPHO) housed within the Centers for Disease Control and Protection in the U.S,
Public Hedlth Service.

Internationally, direct communication and networks of policymakers from agencies
worldwide who communicate via digitd means have replaced some of the traditional
communication functions of the State Department and other internationd agencies. Among the
growing number shared databases used by global networks of government actors is the Nuclear
Suppliers Group Information Sharing System (NISS), a secure system within which 32 member
countries of the Nuclear Suppliers Group share information regarding movements of
proliferation-sengtive equipment, materias, and technology. Denid actions of one Nuclear
Supplier Group member country are rapidly disseminated to other members reducing the
possibility that rogue states can obtain regulated nuclear materials. These and other global
government networks have heightened transnational communications and governance.

The Reationship of Electronic Government and Electronic Civicsto Community

One of the foremost Twentieth Century democratic theorists, Robert Dahl, observed:
“That the character of aregime and the qudities of its people are somehow related has been a
commonplace of political philosophy since the Greeks’ (1989, 91). Aristotle claimed that the
effectiveness of ademocracy depends upon the socio-economic development of the polity. Plato
observed in The Republic that the cultural characterigtics of communities are reflected in their
ingtitutions of governance. As communities develop and change characteristics in the process of
using the Internet to organize and communicate, one should expect an influence on the

inditutions of government and on civic &fars.



In theory, the potentia of information and communication technologies to foster
community and civic engagement isrevolutionary. Y et the details of such arevolution are open
to debate. Accessto digitd information could leed to citizens and communities thet are highly
knowledgeable of civic afairs, degply engaged in discusson and communication of their idess
and interests through on-line communications channds, discussion groups, and dectronic mall to
elected representatives and other paliticd officids. The Internet could facilitate mobilization of
interest groups and communities of interest by lowering the costs of communication and
coordination. Asatool of community groups, political parties, and other intermediate politica
bodies the Internet and related technologies should make it easier to communicate information,
to receive and integrate opinions and ideas from group members and congtituents, and to connect
individuas with one another and with sources of important information regardiess of its physica
location.

Some observers of politicd life have clamed that the Internet will usher in an era of
direct democracy. Intermediate organizations such as parties and interest groups might be
bypassed in order for citizens to communicate directly with elected representatives. In theory, it
would be possible to hold referenda, or direct voting, by citizens on many more questions of
government that are currently deliberated by representativesin legidatures. Public participation,
perhaps organized at the neighborhood or community level, might be vastly energized and used
more srongly to influence e ected and gppointed government officids. The results of such direct
voting could be displayed by neighborhood or precinct, thereby increasing the transparency and,
as a consequence, the accountability of government to its citizens.

But others argue that information and communication technologies have led to an

increase in the divide between rich and poor with related unequa effects on civic engagement



and democracy. The Internet, by introducing digital communication to civic life, may have
layered adigita divide over the inequalities that plague most of the world' s politica systems.
Those citizens without ready access to the Internet or with little or no literacy skillslack the
ability to read criticaly, to navigate on the World Wide Web, and to express themsdvesin
writing articulately. Asaresult, such citizens may become more deeply dienated from the
politica process and thereby more margindized from civic life due to Internet.

Some have daimed that the digita divide may operate smilarly on aglobd leve to
increase the gap between rich and poor countries. If thiswere true, it might also increase
disparities of palitica power and influence the ddliberations within globa and internationa
forums. Itisin such forumsthat the processes and standards used by financid, trade, and other
economic systems and deliberations in world hedlth, agriculture, and scientific organizations teke
place. 1tisnot yet known whether the disintermediating effects of the Internet and the ability of
policymakers from less developed countries to mobilize usng communication and information
technologies form a sufficient counterweight to arguments that adigital divide has widened
exiging inequdities. Whereas many descriptions of discrete events and innovations have been
recorded, little systematic research is available to shed light on claims.

Much more is known about the effects of the computer-based communication on trust
and socid capitd, building blocks of community and governance. Substantia empirica
evidence suggests that trust, socid networks, and communities largely are built face-to-face and
only supplemented by digital communication. Computer-mediated communication lacks the
richness of face-to-face communication which encodes within it facid expresson, body
language, and verba intonation and expression. All of these vitd dements of communication

are absent from text messages. Moreover, the ease with which information can be made



available on the World Wide Web may have led to information overload. Multiple possibilities
for information gathering and extengive information repositories may numb, rather than energize,
civic engagement and produce confusion rather than knowledge.

More troubling, a proliferation of websites whose origins and purposes are murky has
rendered the Internet a confusing place for politica information gathering. For example, a
webdte that claims to represent apolitica candidate may, in fact, have been produced by the
opponents of a political candidate or by those seeking to discredit the candidate. Such websites
are now common during eections. Websites that give the gppearance of impartidity and
government authority have multiplied in policy areas of contention such as environmenta
protection, reproductive rights, and taxation. It isdifficult for users to ascertain the credibility
and legitimacy of many websites, particularly those that provide information concerning
politicaly contested issues.

Some observers assart that the Internet is inherently democratizing and a force that will
increase the responsiveness and transparency of government to citizens. Y et others assert that
the Internet may serve further to empower states againg citizens. This debate raises questions
regarding the ownership, control, and governance of the Internet. In developing countries,
possibilities to use wirdless communication systems hold promise to hasten the pace of economic
and palitical development and to strengthen connections between devel oped and less developed
nations. Asacritica adjunct to globaization, the Internet has led to a proliferation of
transnationa governance systems in finance, law, and regulation, to name but three domains.
The growth of transnationa governance and epistemic communities has fostered serious debate
concerning the structure and location of governance systems that overlay and mediate the

activities of sovereign states. These multi-level dements of eectronic government and



eectronic civicsimply the vast range of the topic and the multitude of cross-cutting influences
that make smple predictions difficult to support.

There is growing evidence that wedthy, powerful organizations such as communications
firms, multinationa corporations, dominant political parties, and governments themselves can
marshdl the resources of the Internet to capture the attention of users of digitd information. The
results of search engines, the ability to purchase vishility on popular websites, and the financid
power to produce attractive, visualy compelling websites make the Internet atool more easily
used and controlled by organizations with financia resources and expertise than by those who
lack the ability to produce websites that can gain vishility with the use of commonly used search
engines. Research on the globa governance of the Internet is a key priority with important
implications for al leves of government and civic engagemert.

The importance of information and communication technologies for government and
civic afarsiswithout disoute. Yet it isnot possble to predict the future of governance asa
direct consequence of the Internet. Unpredictability sems from the variety of purposes for
which information and communication technologies might be used in governance. For example,
technology may be used for survelllance, monitoring, control, and disnformation as essily asiit
might be leveraged to promoted transparency, accountability, and access to information that
promotes human development. The purposes of individuds and governments as well as the laws
regulating permissible uses of information and communication technologies vary greatly among
societies.

The Future of Electronic Government and Electronic Civics
The future direction of eectronic government and eectronic civics lies beyond the mere

provison of government information and services on-line. In contrag, it liesin the politica uses



to which communities and interest groups put the Internet and in along series of behaviora and
sructural changesin government. Of great importance are modifications in relaionships anong
government agencies across locd, state, federd and nationa jurisdictions and between public,
private and nonprofit organizations. Currently, inditutional arrangements such as the budget
process, oversght functions, and the committee structure within legidatures reinforce agency
autonomy and operations at the level of a single agency or an agency working in partnership with
private sector or nonprofit sector organizations. Such ingtitutiona arrangements are likely to be
modified as policymakers respond to communities of interest, strengthened by the Internet, that
cross agency boundaries. If it isthe case that some types of communities are able to use
information and communication technologies more powerfully than others, it may be that
technicaly proficient communities gain politica influence over those with less adroitnessin
cyberspace.

Findly, information and communication technologies will advance in ways tha make the
future of governance even more unpredictable than it currently gppearsto be. Potentid near-term
technologica changes include greater use of wirdess communication, persond digital devices,
ingtant messaging, ubiquitous computing, and increased reliance on visuad communications
media. As these next-generation technologies become more dominant compared to persona
computers, bulletin boards and chat rooms, and computer-mediated text communication, they are
likely to exert as yet unknown effects on communities. Asaconsequence, changesin
communities and their characterigtics will influence the governance processes meant to provide

gtability and coherence to community life.

Jane E. Fountain
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