Des McConaghy

considers the likelihood of the
online town hall becoming a reality and finds both

Government and Opposition less than

enthusiastic in their response to the concept

It’s a good start. The Local Government Man-
agement Board’s Tomorrow's Town Hall givesa

* customer’s

view of an imaginary local au-

thority (Wellstown) in 2000%. It sets out to show
what it may be like for citizens and their “elec-
tronic town hall” in five year’s time. It is one vi-
sion of “digital democracy” and should be wide-
ly read. But it’s only a start.

1t leaves out the most critical
bit. It leaves out, too, crucial de-
cisions to be fuced not in the
year 2000 - but right now, Near-
ly all Wellstown's technologi-
cal innovations are already pi-
loted in one place or another -
and Tomorrow's Town Hall
usefully brings them all togeth-
er in one model, But technology
is simply no longer the problem.
access 10 mformation  remauns
the key problem and the Well-
stown scenano will not work
without first opening up White-

hali,

CALLING THE SHOTS

Why? Because central gov-
ernment will go on calling the
shots. Because central govern
ment's own constraints, pro-

“rret=wi - prran proxa
ing in om all local circumstonces
and ot every tum. So this aricle
looks at Whitehall's attitude to
F‘Ilh| 1c sector ('Il'lrl! information
systems and, more to the point,
is now on offer from both
Government and Opposition
And since there may be an elec-
tion this year local povemment
st 1‘_C| amaove on ifit wanis 1o

seTew @ commilment out of re-
luctant minisiers or wriggling
shadow ministers.

Nor must we deceive our-
selves, Fomorrow's Town Hall
side steps the lssue with s
“wider plcture™. This finds the
business rate bock under local
control, expenditure capping o
tally nbolished and & chance to
experiment with a sales tax,
This & uely meant to sug
gest a local autonomy where
councils run most services and
where their own information
systems cover most people’s
needs

NOTHING SO RADICAL

Nothing so radical can hap-
pen. Afller rebales couneils raise
amere 14 percent ol their own
expenditure. Consider then the
separate hudgets ol central
agencies providing |ife chance
services such as housing,
health, eduention and welfare.
Adid this and then the percent-
age of the overall local budget
raised and determined by local
councils can be as little as 4 per:
cenl in many urban areas - giv
ing ministers over 90 percent of
the action

So for the moment let’s
jeaves Wellsiown's glittering
“home page”, “information
kiosks", “optional” 1D cards,
“plug-in neighbours”, video
conferencing” - and the domes-
e “Black Box™ where

Wanda”, the * 1S Navigator™
( friendly electronic and auto-
mated personal assistant) voice
recognises each constituent
{ sorry, “customer”) with n
“Hil™ All this - and “participa-
on™ (“button power”), exciting
e-mail chats with councillors,
mternel fun at the “Millennium
Cafe” or inleractive exchunpes
with Baltic states - cannot hap-
pen if there is limited informa-
tion 10 share.

Meanwhile 1996 net-surfers
find local and ceatral govern-
ment looking much the same
Local content is y little
more than an electronic “AtoZ
guide to Council Services”.
Coverage of government de
partments is generally much the
same butl even more patchy. To
this is added press releases,
mearage facilitiea,  Tusul
gazrelleers i'l“d |3[Ei|5!l]||l|”.\' n
gateway to tourist facilities,
help lines and voluntary bodies
Splendid but fairly boring - and
'.:r_\ uneventinl

NOT EXPENSIVE

The radical challenge is 1o
cover the mechanisms that de-
tiver all local services. That has
to include online coverage of re-
source allocation, and its ratio-
nale, over the full ringe of ser-
vices! T can speak with some
autherity because | piloted a
database daing just that ten
years ago. It was neither @iffi-
cult nor expensive if one knew
how government works and if
one stood well oulside any bu-
reaucratic boundaries. You sim-
ply found the right official for
each bit and downloaded it. Ten
years ago this meant an anny of
dedicated “Community Pro-
gramme” workers “tapping in” -
but most data is now machine
readable and downloads
Iy 1n seconds

This was a wseful pilot be-
cause it crossed all jurisdiction-
al and territorial boundaries and
so thee service information could
bring data tegether andéor ag
gregated it up o down at will,
This was accessed by diverse
agencies including councils,
housing associations, two gov
emment departments, the Hous-
ing Corporation, the AMA, the
BBC. the House of Commons
Library and, importantly, the
construction industry, That a
handful of previously unem-
ploved Merseyside graduates
could manage this speaks vol-
umes about our crippling sub-
servience lo administrative bar-
riers. Even benign bureaucrucy
can become a conspiracy
against the public!

So what went wrong? The
killer is the 1986 DTl Guide-
lines o Whitchall departments
that require the maximum mar
ket rate for " government-held
tradeable information”, Any
such “eitizen-orientated” infor-
mation system, embracing a
necessarily wide spread of ser-
vices muost now effect
vice, commercial ¢
with diverse depaniments ( and
with HMSO for copyright) for
ongoing access o and usage of
official data. An impossible
task! Heneeforth, anly officially
sponsored information systems
could atempt adequate cover:
age.

In the meantime it is democ-
racy to the highest bidder! In
some industries commercial in-
formation providers have

| ENTER 21 r_')mcnnrl,u_.

pushed wp the cost of official
data several times @ year, Mor
did the Gpen Governmeni
White Paper (Cmnd 22) .l!w;&ys
help. Beyond the * exceptions
to disclosure™ we read * The
Code does not require docu-
ments __to provide information
which is provided as part of an
existing charged service™. As
Sir Humphrey said of his Open
Government White Paper, " Al-
ways dispose of the difficult bit
in the title™

Citizen's Charters can be just
as unhelpful. By setiing down
performance standards far pub-
lication they effectively exclude
other information that was pre-
viously available. Thus our edu-
cation database went well be-

overlenf ’
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Tomorrow never comes

continued from previous page
yond school and student pert
mange tooinclude such vilal
comparaive data a8 educational
needs. capital and revenue fi-
nancing and pupilficacher ra-
tios. But the “definitive
sponse of the DFEE is now o
refer o very limited C g
teria and 10 DT s wading policy
for the rest

STOPPED IN TRACKS

Belore Kenneth Clarke’s

lenure as

n Sceretary

any ciien could use our inler-

Whve |!|l|!_[|.'<|'|||k ley BeUess our
cducation database and make
their own comparison  of rele-
vant information anywhere in
the country. but we were
stopped in our tricks, It was
hard secing Clarke as chanezl-
lor getting a recent award from
the Campaign for Freedom of
information: hard, because a
er - ( and morcover
s of children later! ) -the

masyive differentials between
rich ancl poor areas - between,
sy, Liverpoeol and Surrey, are
s than ever.

Wor

Clarke is one target because
he 15 now at the very peak of the
information mountain - and
Muurice Frankel of the Fol
Campaign is impressed by the
Treasury budgel on internet
That is just an electronic version
of the usual papers but a sepa
rite initiative by the Institute of
Fiscal Studies (“Be your own
Chancellor”™) is a wonderful
hint of things (0 come. Anyone
i try out the ¢ffects of their al
ternative Buodpet on  the
Instilute’ lix model
(htpeffww] rg.uk]) and sim
ilar software would now let
ratepayers try options for coun-
cil budgets and counctl tax.

Hawever, Treasury budgets
are still just about money- rather
than what can be done with the
money by departments or local
government! Recently, Gordon

Brown promsed more online
“eomsensus and transparency”
inthe process leadmg up to the
Budger. One objective of demo
reform  (or even compe
tet government? ) is o incorpo
rate major sectoral, regional and

[

local government impacts in

that otherwise 1op down
process, The Treasury itself se-
cently opened a Pandora’s Box

tinnocently enough) by requir-
1 overall reform of “output
and even that may
olier some objeclive |rrugru:.:.‘.

And there are more immedi-
ate, smaller. bun sig ant op-
portumities to explore. For ex-
ample, faced with our housing

How Many Do You Have?

They seek him here, they

seek him there...
Just as the
Scarlet Pimpernel
gave the French
many a severe
headache, so
missing files
il Causc muapor

B{oblemn to your

Vs
organisation’s
efticiency.

File

Puts

to
Costly
Elusive
Files

Technology

C W Cave & Tab Lid,

Hauns NN
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Tracker
An End

Records Management

Portway Close,

The way to avoid them is to
install PC-based FILE TRACKER
from Cave & Tab. File Tracker
brings you state-of-the-art
records management using a bar
code system and data wands
which can be connected to your
PC or be fully mobile, down-

loading stored information when

convenient,

Install File Tracker, and you
should never mislay another file.
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file cover.

Whilst File Tracker
can be used to manage
any records system,
for the fastest access
to stored files, colour
coding is the answer.

New TABQUIK
makes the setting up
of new colour coded
files faster, casier and more
accurate than ever, Simply
key the file data inte your
PC and Tabguik prints out
the correct colour coded
(and bar coded) label which
is then automatically
applied to a new

For full information phone

FREE ON 0800 616347.

New Tabquik |
Puts

A Name

To A File

Instantly £

LANE & T, PR PR B T

t
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database ( whose 600 attributes
uniguely covered all Housing
corporation and housing author-
ity diata by tocal areas) the Dol
Directorate will now
xtending onling ser-
if there is o real de-
Geoff Mulgan of
Demes has also made a sinmlar

viges *
mand.”

case for the online scrutiny of
the SRB. Its performar
sures are too much o validation

e meis

1 Keeping things boxed up!

Chancellor Kan Clarke is at
the “peak of the information
mountain.”

of its byzantine bihling buicau-
cracies and sensibly enough in
lintives are fast becoming a
wasteful lottery. "Bidding’
good but bidding for everything
leaves nothing that is stable. So
here is another immediate appli-
cation where o thoroughly con

fused urban population needs o
properiy informed debate.

el Hesaltine!
1o spite of varous “open Gov

erment” imitiatives, the Cabi

el Office { and Office of Public
Service) has not explored any
interdepartmental assessment
of how the technology énhances
public scrutiny. 115 true thi
OFS minister Robert Hughes
DID give the Cabinel Office’s
own computing arm (the
CCTA) the task of "building a
public sector online information
system”, but that had too linde
political clout to cut any ice
with departments,

KEEP IT LOCKED!

The Catch 22 is the golden
departmental rule {central and
government) to keep im
ni elata in the bottom draw-
er and keep it locked. There is
always, oo, the inevitable stand
between a department's pol-
community { with ils spe-
cialised expertise) and outsiders
treading down the grass. The re-
sult was just more gloss and glo-
rified gazetteers!

Can Heseltine square the cir-
cle? His new caper is (o setup a
“Central IT Unit™ in the Cabinet
Office - and the CCTA departs
as a Next Steps Agency, Very
little is known at the time of
writing but there is a promise (o
promate “a sirategic approach
to IT across government',
Funding for the Private Finance
Initiative will emphasise reduc-
ing cost and generating income.
There is cerainly a vast scope
for bureaucratic savings and the
self same public sector online
systems can increase public
procurement profitability for in-
dustry. So same progress is al-
wiys possible,

What about the Opposition?
New Labour's Informacion Su-
perhighway Forum was intend-
ed 1o range over all the ground;
“regulation”, Minf
and, bless me!
spce

is

wstructure”
“content”™! no
irms; “hris

11151

Smuth or media spokesperson
Graham Allen was then com-
plete withoul reference 1o the
technology’s power to revalu-
Honise It seemed
Labour could not fail to pro-
miote public sector anline infor-
IMALON SYSImS [0 0pen up e
ramme and the way
wernment canducts its busi

Techmcally, agam. no prob
lem! But none of the semor
shadow mimisters was invelved
in the Forum. nor have they
been prepared o support public
sector onhine information sys-
leims in 11|'im'ip|c_ Housing
spokesman Nick Raynsford
passed the housi 1s¢ down 1o
the Forum and therear
Jumior DT spokespersan. David
Blunkett at edu
ployment reacted - and sill re-
acts - in much the same way.
And so on! The Forum margin-
alised itsell and virually ig-
nored “content”,

Universal access - and the BT
deal - became the priority. the
principle is indeed important
but effective participation still
depends on relevant inferma
tion. So the Forum just ensured
that a homeless kid can access o
ministerial press release, can
search the inten
wunccivable recipe for sun-
dried womatoes or, if really des
perate, can personally e-mail
Bill Clinton! But the obvious
case for opening up govemment
business was side lined and the
resulting “glossy’ offered no
radical alternative o the status
guo.

DEEPLY INTERTWINED

What's o be done? Firstly,
we must acknowledge that (he
affairs of local and central gov-
ernment are so deeply inter-
twined that local government
cannot fauneh an effecive -
formation system umlaterally
Secondly, it is also clear that
traditional obstacles blocking
effective open government are
formidable and familiar, so they
should be top of the political
agenda as the country approach-
es an election. Thirdly, and by
the same token, any me-tooism
should be blasted as shadow
ministers dream of office and
consolidate their fiefdoms.
Fourthly, we need o seize évery
current opportunmily, noopmatler
how small, which advances the
causse of public sector online i
formation.

Finally, I refer to one earlier
sxample; encouraging Dok to
xtend online information to
cover all the various forms of
publicly assisted housing and
provide helplul access pro-
grams. Chrs Holmes of Shelter
says; I believe the
of online data on housing ¢
tions and need and hous
vestment for each LA area
would help in the development
of housing stra sand in
comparing different areas.” The
ACC's Robin Wendt claimed
he had no expertise nor respon
sihilitics in the housing field.
but ** as A peneral proposition il
would seem sensible, in the
spirit of partpership, that online
facilities should be available be-
tween central and local govern-
ment [or the exchange of dala,
subject of course o demand.”
single Regeneration hudget

1on and o

1 for every

Hall, Local
wi Board,

* Pomuorrow s Tow

Creveriment Mana;
Navemtbrer 1995,

( and from Karee §
Kable an 0878 410 9046.)
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