EPSU recently organised a workshop on e-Government and we would like to send you the main conclusion for the discussions.  These relate primarily to the question asked by the Commission:  According to you, what are the main technological, economical and societal developments that public authorities have to take into account while preparing the Information Society policy initiative for the next five years?
EPSU considers that there is an urgent need to better make the link between eGovernment, the reform of public services / public administration, and employment.   EGovernment should not be the “tail that leads the dog”.    Guaranteeing and improving the quality of public services is the objective, and eGovernment is one of the instruments to achieve this.  The fact that responsibility for eGovernment lies solely with the Commission’s DG Information Society is problematic.   In this respect, eGovernment is an example of how a EU policy that affects public services is being developed, in spite of the absence of a legal framework on public services.  

eGovernment can make a positive contribution to the modernisation of public services.  However, what exactly this contribution is, beyond efficiency gains and increase in speed of delivery, is not so clear.  Public services / public administration have to fulfil certain obligations toward citizens based on general principles: high quality, equal access, continuity of service, universality, sustainable development, affordability, democratic control, concertation with workers and users etc.   While customer satisfaction is an important aspect, it should not be the criteria to develop, or to assess, public services as it subjective and reflects what individual citizens believe or feel about a service at a given moment in time.   EPSU underlines that fulfilling public service missions is not the same as providing services to citizens / consumers.   

There is an ambiguity in the use of the overlapping terms “public administration” and “public services” in the discussion on eGovernment.  This reflects a broader debate over the role of government in the provision of public services.  Many would like to see the State become a regulator of (private) services rather own and manage public services.    However, as EPSU said in our response to the Commission's PPP Green Paper, “it is impossible to specify everything in a contract, because unforeseen circumstances will arise.  This is especially important in the case of public services, because the State can never transfer responsibility for assuring the public interest to a private operator.”     The State’s ability to be able to respond to future changes in the public interest depends on to being able to maintain control of public services and to resist competitive pressures.   In any case, there are doubts and uncertainties over the current cost-benefit of eGovernment to governments, citizens and workers.

EPSU stresses the importance public debate and social dialogue on these issues.   More analysis, debate and evaluation is needed on how best eGovernment can contribute to the improvement of public services / public administration. The more workers and their unions are involved in the direction and process of change the more successful the results.  National governments and the EU should support the involvement of workers and their representatives in shaping and managing change in all areas, and they should better take into account employment concerns.   Issues such as the consequences of shifts from back office to front office skills, the development of new services, or the differences between younger and older workers need to be taken into account.  The vision presented of eGovernment leading to a “citizen-centric” government whose purpose is to “empower” individuals does not sit easily with images of poorer services for the old or for less advantaged groups that do not have internet access, that are the result of staff cuts.   The "digital-divide" is an important issue in the of eGovernment, and in the Information Society in general.  In addition, there are real problems that need to be addressed regarding data protection, SPAM etc, which have a negative effect on both workers and citizens.

The definition of eGovernment, as fixed by the Commission (ICT+organisational change+skills) provide workers and trade unions with strong arguments for getting involved and it places responsibility on public authorities, in their role also as employers, to support such involvement.  It would be useful to include in the eEurope Awards 2005 examples of worker and trade union participation in the design, implementation and evaluation of eGovernment.  

Issues such as life-long learning, skills development, eRights, and changes in the quantity and quality of employment are intrinsically linked to eGovernment. With regard to employment not all workers are affected the same way and further research per occupation/post is needed on the implications of eGovernment, including on health and safety of workers.  These are also topics for the social dialogue.

