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Position Paper of UEAPME on the Consultation Document for a future Policy Paper on pan-European government e-services

(ENTR-D-2/PMU D(2002))

UEAPME warmly welcomes the initiative of the European Commission to publish a consultation document in view of the future Policy Paper on pan-European government e-services. UEAPME carefully considered the document and agrees with the analysis. However, we would like to make the following remarks and comments.

UEAPME shares and fully supports the vision of the Commission to "ensure that all citizens, enterprises and administrations will have access, where needed, to the pan-European e-services of any EU public administration in a seamless way, regardless of whether the service or any information or documentation associated with or needed as pre-requisite to the service, is under the responsibility of a local, regional or national public administration, or a European institution or agency."

Easy access to e-services is indeed of tremendous importance especially to small enterprises.

However, as already stressed in the "First reaction of UEAPME to the draft Communication from the Commission "The impact of the e-economy on European enterprises: Economic analysis and enterprise policy implications."" UEAPME regrets that the Consultation document not pay any attention to the core objective of the introduction of e-government, namely the reduction of red tape for enterprises, especially SMEs. E-government might be also an important stimulant for SMEs to go digital, as it can contribute to reduce the administrative burdens and the costs for them. 

The Commission initiative is very useful as it can be a key-point for the improvement of public administration in general. If the public administration is more efficient and transparent in terms of acting, serving the citizens and providing better information to the productive network  the organisations representing small and medium-sized enterprise interests could also improve their efficiency and respond better to the SMEs needs. 

Access for enterprises and citizens to government e-services in all Member States will, without any doubt, support and strengthen the functioning of the single market. However e-government may not become the only means of cross-border contacts between enterprises - mainly SMEs - and authorities and/or public administrations of other Member States. Many SMEs, especially micro-enterprises, do not use the internet yet, and it will still take time, investment and training, before most SMEs use it and become familiar with it. So for example, public procurement should not be solely organized on an electronic basis. There will still be a need for contacts "on a paper-basis". Otherwise, a lot of SMEs will be excluded from e-procurement. 

UEAPME is of the opinion that the European E-government philosophy must be driven with the objective of transforming government by making it more “citizen” focused. Internet and new technologies are a simple tool, not an aim or goal, so E-government initiative must be linked with other European goals and actions (e.g. reduction of red tape,…).

Saving money should not be the prime objective that motivates e-government. E-government should not solely be a strategy for reducing government expenses, unless this can be one valuable result. Saving money is an easy way to "sell" e-government to political leaders and the general public. However, despite a few exceptions, e-government applications do not lower costs in the short term for government itself, though they may reduce costs for citizens and business.

"European Webification" (“e-government performance” … or simply called “Setting up a government Web site”) is not e-government and usually leads to complacency about e-government. Creating a Web site (Pan-European or not) may be a benchmark, but it does not guarantee performance or major customer usage. It is quite common for an agency to believe that just because it creates a Web site it has electronically delivered a service. This might be true in societies that have high rates of Internet penetration, but even then it is only true for some Web sites. The reality is, that in some European countries Internet access is still cost prohibitive for the average citizen or small enterprise, or not widely available, or the general population is not up to date about this new tool and does not possess the skills needed to use it properly. 

There is, currently, even less reason to assume that general Web sites actually deliver services just because they exist, mainly because the different administrations are so diverse (not homogeneous in local, regional, national and… European level). A Pan-European action for benchmarking and standardisation (using the same definitions and Web site structure) is required; not only for the services offered but also for all the core legal information that is invisibly fitted into them. If we do not advertise we are creating “empty Web site” services on large and high-cost sites. It seems that the policy paper avoids a simple question. That is, are we ready for a common European e-government service? 

E-government is meant to serve enterprises and citizens. Thus it is critical, especially with projects designed to serve the public directly, to assess their needs and solicit their input. Therefore, all e-government services should be piloted with the full participation and assessment of enterprises and citizens before a government invests in or embarks on a full-scale, or pan-European version of the project. Without the involvement of stakeholders, any e-government project can be a waste of monetary resources and time, remaining a “pretty showcase”.

The development of E-commerce at a pan-European level is hindered by the legal uncertainties arising from the application and content of different national laws.

In particular, SMEs will have specific difficulties in interpreting the laws and regulations of individual countries and the E-services of Government agencies must play a crucial role in opening cross-border commercial opportunities.

SMEs do not have the time and resources, however, to track down the relevant issues in large national government Web-sites and UEAPME welcomes the emphasis of the consultative document on the need to focus on local information services. SMEs should relate to “the administrative body” closest to the customer, frequently this may be at local or regional level.”

The Commission has emphasised the need to create “top-class business support services” But local standards vary greatly within the EU and many of the publically funded enterprise agencies are still unable to brief small business clients on the ramifications both at EU and national level relating to commercial transactions and on cross-border trading opportunities.

Information at local level on possibilities for subsidies (state aid), taxation, compliance with regulations, and social welfare issues, should be accessed through these agencies.

Some smaller businesses in the technology and tourist sectors have found difficulty in accessing some of the European national web-sites. A common complaint is the lack of transparency in some of the legislative issues. There is a particular need for simplicity of language in crucial areas involving procurement and local company registration. Another difficult area is the one of late payment and more generally invoicing.
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