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E-GOVERNMENT

CONSIDERATIONS FOR ARAB STATES

ABSTRACT

E-government is the application of Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
by government agencies.  Its use promises to enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of
government and alter its relationship with the public.  E-government is evolving through
four stages: from posting information to a two-way communication, and from exchange
of value to an integrated service and exchange. UNDP has been supporting several e-
government initiatives in the Arab world. Governments can promote e-government, in
its various stages by formulating an E-vision, securing effective political commitment to
undertake reforms; and incorporating the needs and opinions of major stakeholders.

The primary value-added of this note is its analysis and typology of the various stages and
dimensions of e-government. This conceptual breakdown should help achieve a better
comprehension of the phenomenon and the means to capitalize on IT opportunities for
better government and governance, particularly in Arab States.

U N I T E D  N A T I O N S  D E V E L O P M E N T  P R O G R A M M E

Apri l  2001



2

E - G O V E R N M E N T

DEFINING E-GOVERNMENT

E-government refers to the use of information and communication technologies (ICT)
- such as Wide Area Networks, the Internet, and mobile computing - by government
agencies.  Its adoption is altering the fundamental relationship between the
government on one hand and the public – citizens and businesses – on the other in two
ways.

1. E-government is reinventing the business of government – through new ways
of integrating information and making it accessible over the Web, engaging in
procurement, and delivering services.

2. It is also transforming the nature of governance by affecting the relationship
and responsibility between the state and its citizens.

E-government is not a solution for failed development, bloated bureaucracies, red
tape, and non-democratic governance. In fact, it increases the urgency of tackling the
same micro and macro barriers – such as poor educational systems, high costs of
telecommunications, unreliable transportation networks, low investments for small
and medium enterprises, and lack of the availability of capitalist entrepreneurs. E-
government imposes new challenges and requirements relating for instance to
intellectual property rights, privacy, security, data networks, and competition between
Internet Service Providers (ISPs).

EFFECTS OF E-GOVERNMENT

E-government has two primary effects. First, it transforms the operation of
government. The provision of a government’s goods and services is made quicker and
cheaper. Such gains are due to the reorganization of internal administration and
processes and the integration of government databases. This approach benefits citizens
as customers and not supplicants, as their needs are more likely to be met. It also benefits
businesses, which become both consumers of government services and providers of
goods and services to the government. It also benefits the government itself through
reduced costs and spending, which could require lower taxes to finance.
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Box 1 – Examples from the effects of transforming the operation of government

From the US

• State governments in the US are saving up to 70% by moving services online, compared to the
cost of providing the same services over the counter.

• Online license renewal in the state of Arizona costs $2 per transaction, versus $7 over the
counter.

• In Washington state, government e-procurement systems are saving an average of 10-20% in
terms of material and purchase costs.

• In Alaska, online vehicle registration costs have dropped from $7.75 to only $0.91 using an
online system.

• In the US some estimates indicate that over 2% of annual GDP has been saved.

 From developing countries
 
• Eight out of ten Brazilians are filing their income tax forms online this year.
• Τhe government of Brazil saved $10 million when eleven million people paid their income

taxes online.
• In India, the newly established Citizen Services Centers in the state of Andhra Pradesh have

significantly reduced processing times.
• The use of Internet in Chile to schedule tax payments, check accuracy, and refer back for full

tax history has reduced both time and error.
• The Chilean government is expected to save $200 million, from a total of $4 billion in bids

tendered annually, after the introduction of a procurement website.
 
 From Arab countries
 
• The integration of databases of the Moroccan Ministries of Finance and Planning has cut in

half the preparation time of the national budget.
• The use of Internet by the Dubai Ports and Customs Authority allows thousands of freight

transport companies to reduce time and costs with 24-hour access to customs clearance
services.

• The overhaul of government services offered to businesses and individuals in Dubai is
estimated to reduce administrative costs by at least 10%.

Sources: Economist [2000], InfoDev [2000], Strategic newspapers website, Microsoft website
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The second effect of e-government is the transformation of governance – the
introduction of new relationship between citizens and the state in managing a country’s
affairs. This has three components.

1. The first is gathering information as a basis for policy development, and the
public dissemination of the results of policy deliberations.

2. The second involves using ICT to facilitate participation and debate in order to
formulate policies and set strategic directions and priorities.

3. The third component – and the most advanced – involves electing political
representatives using ICT.

These components, however, require political will and a genuine commitment to use ICT
for improved governance.

The first effect is the most attainable in the short term. Many countries like the US and
the UK, as well as India, Brazil, Morocco, and the UAE are reaping benefits from the
new technologies. Most Arab countries, however, have yet to capitalize on the use of
ICT in altering the operations of governments.

The two effects, although conceptually distinct, are interconnected.  The nature of
governance defines expectations for how government should do business. However, the
new way of doing business can, reciprocally, trigger a demand for a different form of
governance.

Box 2 – Examples on the effect of transforming governance

• In 1993, a civic consultation in Hoogvliet, in the Netherlands, took place when hundreds of people
filled out a number of questionnaires with the help of two-way cable television.

• Online voting prompted voter turnout equivalent to six times its usual level in the Democratic
primary in Arizona.

• The Independent Electoral Commission in South African used ICT to manage the collection,
verification, and reporting of 18 million votes in the 1999 elections

Sources:  Economist [2000], Dutch Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, Microsoft website
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STAGES AND PREREQUISITES OF E-GOVERNMENT

There are four distinct stages in the movement towards e-government. In the table
below, actions that will advance e-government through the various stages are presented
along with the current conditions in the Arab world vis-à-vis conditions and comparative
experiences in other countries.

Stages Actions to advance e-
government and IT for

development

Condition in the
Arab states

Conditions and
comparative
experiences
elsewhere

Stage 1: Posting
information

Websites post general
information and on-line
forms that can be
printed - a one way
communication system

* Enhance the
telecomunications
infrastructure and
increase number fixed &
mobile phones. Could be
facilitated by the
liberalization of the
telecommunication sector

* Reduce the costs of
telecommunications

* Encourage or subsidize
the costs of PCs with the
cooperation of the private
sector

* Increase the
Competition in Internet
service provision &/or
low rate for internet
connections

* Telephone
mainlines per 1,000
persons are 109 in
MENA

* Mobile phones per
1,000 persons are 40
in MENA

* A 3 minute
international phone
call in MENA costs
$5.8

* PC penetration rate
is 1.2% in Arab
countries (HD
Report 2000)

* Internet hosts per
1,000 persons is 2.1
in MENA

• Egypt has

* Telephone
mainlines per 1,000
persons are 561 in
OECD countries,
227 in Eastern
Europe, & 139 in
Latin America & the
Caribbean

* Mobile phones per
1,000 persons are
332 in OECD, 66 in
Latin America, & 45
in Eastern Europe

* A 3 minute
international phone
call costs $2.4 in
developed countries,
$4.2 in Latin
America, $4 in
Central Europe, &
$5.3 in Eastern
Europe

* PC penetration
rate is 70% in the
US & 50% in
Western Europe

* Internet hosts per
1,000 persons is 64
in  OECD countries
& 2.4 in Eastern
Europe
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Stages Actions to advance e-
government and IT for

development

Condition in the
Arab states

Conditions and
comparative
experiences
elsewhere

* Invest in advanced
access infrastructure like
cable & other broadband
systems, wireless, fiber
optics, & satellites

* Ensure universal access
by improving access in
public institutions –
libraries, centers, public
telephone offices, & post
offices - &/or
encouraging the private
sector to do so

allowed new licensed
service providers to
compete against the
national service
provider.

* Internet usage is
0.5% in the Arab
countries

* Internet usage is
57% in North
America, 21.25% in
Europe, 17% in
Asia, & 3% in South
America

* South Korea’s
Cyber Korea 21
Project is creating
country wide high
speed network by
2001 so that
“anyone, anywhere,
& at any time” can
receive multimedia
services

* In Taipei, Easy
City Project aims to
bring low cost
broadband access to
every city resident

* El Salvador’s
Infocenters Program
is establishing places
throughout the
country where
individuals can
access high-speed,
high-quality Internet
connections at low
cost

* An Argentinean
company Netkiosk
is manufacturing &
distributing
standalone units that
allow users to
connect to the
Internet
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Stages Actions to advance e-
government and IT for

development

Condition in the
Arab states

Conditions and
comparative
experiences
elsewhere

Stage 2: Two way
communications

Websites allow
informational queries
and forms to be
completed on-line - two-
way communication
system

* Make data available - a
public asset – starting
with the Freedom of
Information Act

* Integrate the internet
into the classroom

* Fund training for
educators on how best to
use Internet technologies

* Provide technical
training for workers in IT

* Information is
constrained as it is
often regarded a state
secret

* Internet
connections in
schools in Arab
countries are much
below levels in the
developed countries
in terms of internet
connections

* Morocco’s drive  in
providing schools
with computers &
networking hardware
is at halt since no
funding for training
is available

* The Freedom of
Information Act
compels the US
government in
making information
available to the
public

* US E-Rate
Program provide
primary &
secondary schools
with computer
equipment &
Internet connections

* The government
of South Korea is
wiring all classrooms
& making sure that
all 480,000 school
teachers have laptop
computers

* Part of Spain’s
$2.5 billion
“InfoXXI: The
Information Society
for Everyone”
program is the
government funded
training of 125,000
new teachers of IT

* The Taipei city
government offers
every city resident 3
hours of free
internet training

* Cisco Systems &
UNDP will set up
10 Cisco
Networking
Academies in the
Asia Pacific Region
to train trainers in
skills specific to
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Stages Actions to advance e-
government and IT for

development

Condition in the
Arab states

Conditions and
comparative
experiences
elsewhere

building &
maintaining network
technologies

Stage 3: Exchange
of value

Websites allow an
exchange of value to
take place as
government agencies
interact directly with
clients on-line, including
recording and storing
sensitive information

* Reform the public
sector since websites now
challenge working
practices & processes

* Encourage the banking
sector to develop new
financial products ensure
financial security

* Bureaucracy in
most Arab Countries
are large, inefficient,
& impose a heavy
fiscal burden

* Central
government wages &
salaries as a % of
GDP is 9.8% in
MENA

* On-line banking
has taken off only in
few countries like
Lebanon & UAE

* UAE has recently
launched an
electronic currency
the “e-Dirham”
where citizens can
purchase magnetized
cards of different
currency
denominations to
spend from when
paying for
government & other
services

* Central
government wages
& salaries as a % of
GDP is 4.5% in
OECD, 4.9 in Latin
America &
Caribbean, & 6.7 in
Africa

Stage 4: Integrated
service & exchange

Portal that integrates
ranges of government
services based on needs
and functions, not on
departments or agencies

* Improve the delivery &
distribution system

* Establish security &
trust on open networks
through encryption &
authentication
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DIMENSIONS OF E-GOVERNMENT ACROSS FOUR STAGES

E-government has three dimensions: Government to Citizens (G2C), Government to
Businesses (G2B), and Government-Government (G2G). These dimensions are fitted
against the four stages of e-government presented in the previous table in order to
highlight interesting examples and UNDP activities under each stage/dimension.

               Dimensions

Stages

Government to
Citizens (G2C)

Government to
Business (G2B)

Government to
Government (G2G)

Stage 1: Posting
information

Websites post general
information and on-
line forms that can be
printed - a one way
communication
system

* Access information,
directories, hours of
operation, weather, etc.

* The Government of
Saudi Arabia has
already introduced PCs
in its Ministries and is
planning to provide
information and
services to Citizens
over the next 5 years

* The Government of
Jordan is in the process
of planning for a full-
scale electronic
government over the
next 5 years

* UNDP is supporting
the Egyptian
government in
modernizing its
telecommunication
sector

* UNDP is supporting
the government of
Kuwait in building an
internet/intranet
system for posting
information and forms
for a one way
communication with

* Access economic and
business statistics
collected by the
government

* UNDP is supporting
the Egyptian
government in
promoting e-business

* Post budget
spending by
government
ministries & agencies

* Local government
post information &
activities

* UNDP is
supporting Egypt &
Saudi Arabia in
computerizing their
Ministries of Foreign
Affairs

* UNDP is
supporting the
Moroccan’s
Parliament in
creating databases &
website

* UNDP is
supporting the
Kuwait Ministry of
Justice  in designing
& developing a
judiciary information
database
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               Dimensions

Stages

Government to
Citizens (G2C)

Government to
Business (G2B)

Government to
Government (G2G)

line ministries

Stage 2: Two way
communications

Websites allow
informational queries
and forms to be
completed on-line -
two-way
communication
system

* Renew licenses
* Review real estate
records
* Order birth, death, &
marriage certificates
* Apply for
government’s job

* Apply & renew
licenses, permits, etc.

* UNDP is supporting
Jordan & Lebanon in
enhancing the
efficiency of customs
operation through the
ASYCUDA project

* Local government
requests approval
from central
government

* UNDP is assisting
the Moroccan’s
Supreme Court in
managing &
monitoring legal
cases

* UNDP is
discussing with the
Tunisian government
the possibility of
providing on-line
access to laws &
regulations, legal
decision, etc.

* UNDP supported a
communication
protocol for all
government agencies
in Kuwait

Stage 3: Exchange
of value

Websites allow an
exchange of value to
take place as
government agencies
interact directly with
clients on-line,
including recording
and storing sensitive
information

* Pay parking fees
* File tax returns
* Apply for visas
* Obtain pension and
welfare
* Enroll in an
educational course
* Make claims for
benefit
* Example is
Pennsylvania Dept of
Labor & Britain New
Inland Revenue

* Introduce e-
procurement to
increase transparency
* Clear goods from
customs
* File taxes

* Share tax
information between
central & local
government
* Budget preparation
& amendment

* UNDP is
supporting the
governments of
Jordan, Lebanon, &
Sudan in using IT to
manage public debt
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               Dimensions

Stages

Government to
Citizens (G2C)

Government to
Business (G2B)

Government to
Government (G2G)

Stage 4: Integrated
service &
exchange

Portal that integrates
ranges of government
services based on
needs and functions,
not on departments or
agencies

* MAXI operated by Australia’s state of Victoria & Singapore’s eCitizen
Center

STEPS TO IMPLEMENT E-GOVERNMENT

Governments need to swiftly enter the digital world. This requires a concerted effort
with the overall objective of establishing a knowledge-based society. Three steps are
needed:

1. E-Vision – An IT vision for the country helps place e-government in context. The
vision should encompass current and changing needs of the country related to
human development and better governance. Dubai, Egypt, and Jordan are
developing blueprints for their societies to join the information age.
 

 • Dubai has launched an “E-government initiative” with the aim of
overhauling all government services offered to businesses and
individuals. Also one of its initiatives is a $300 million Internet city
aimed at attracting international IT global companies.

 • Egypt is developing a national communications and information
technology (CIT) plan.

 • Jordan is launching a 5-year e-government initiative proposing major
programs of work that will yield direct results for government,
businesses, and citizens.

 
 The vision must include the following:
 
One. The government must have a clear strategy to overcome the barriers

to change.  Part of the strategy is to rigorously assess the current situation –
the reality on the ground and the inventory of projects – without which it
would be difficult to act.

Two. The government’s E-vision must be a component of a larger national
IT framework for the economy and society at large.  Part of the framework is
to lay down the infrastructure for the private sector to develop an IT sector
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as well as invest and adopt IT related technologies in its production,
operation, and distribution.

 
2. Authority and participation – To translate the E-vision into reality, the

government must do two things:

One. Entrust the team responsible for the implementation of e-government
initiative with the political clout and the necessary funding to undertake the
required steps.  That can be in the form of a Chief Information Officer or a
Technology and Policy Advisor to the Chief Executive. For example, the UK
appointed an e–envoy, Alex Allan, to head a group of 35 senior officials
representing government departments and agencies.

Two. Set up a participatory process in which all major stakeholders - ISPs, high
tech companies, business users, appropriate government officials, educators,
universities, labor groups, bankers and community groups - are involved in the
making of the e-government initiatives. Its purpose is to reduce resistance to
reforms by actively marketing their plans, explaining why serious change is
required and what benefits it will bring as well as integrate their inputs into the
initiative.

 
3. Start small & keep it simple – The government must start with small and

uncomplicated projects (which require limited reorganization) that achieve what
they set out to do, before moving on to bigger things such as all-embracing
portals that cover every aspect of government activity. The best way to start may
be to establish a fairly simple portal and then add functions in stages, as this
becomes possible. Note that about 85% of all public-sector IT projects are
deemed to be failures. In other words, they take longer to implement, cost more,
and deliver less than was initially planned. That is because the government often
manages projects poorly and is inflexible, while vendors promise too much while
under-bidding.

The Government should seriously consider adopting established Internet
standards and protocols and using tried and tested packaged applications with as
little customization as possible. A government is well advised to aim for a flexible
technology infrastructure that can easily adapt to different amounts of traffic, a
coherent interface that provides a consistent look and feel for users,
straightforward search and navigation, the widest possible range in terms of
access to systems – from PC browsers to WAP phones and digital television –
and the provision of links between online services and telephone call centers.

By initiating, implementing, and sustaining e-government strategies, Arab
governments can attempt to close the gap with the developed world in
capitalizing on what IT offers for better government and governance. While
opportunities for leapfrogging exist, it is important to stress that e-government is
neither a panacea nor a quick fix for public administration problems.
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Other useful websites:

The Government and IT Policy Research Center website provides insight into politics
and policies shaping the digital economy and 21st century government.  It hosts a rich
section on E-government which includes information on digital divide and on-line
services. www.cio.com/forums/government/

The Development Gateway website has a useful section on E-government, which
includes articles, background information, case studies, and discussions.
www.developmentgateway.org

The Information for Development Program (InfoDev) website addresses the obstacles
facing developing countries in an increasingly information-driven world economy. It
publishes final project reports and working papers related to the use of information and
communication technologies for economic and social development with a particular
focus on developing countries  www.infodev.org

This is a Microsoft website. It has interesting examples on the use of ICT in the realm of
government managed or operated by Microsoft.  It also hosts e-government newsletter.
www.microsoft.com/europe/industry/government/news/2174.htm


