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Executive Summary


On July 7, 2000, OMB held an IT Roundtable as part of its ongoing Information Initiative. Attached is a list of participants. Several broad themes surfaced from the vibrant dialogue.  Government must think horizontally, forming partnerships and alliances to share data in order to reduce burden, increase efficiency, and improve delivery of service.   Single point filing initiatives and other projects to coordinate collections, eliminate duplication and reduce burden may offer the easiest and most immediate results.  

Interoperability and open standards are the key to addressing many of the technical and institutional barriers to data sharing.  Although standards are necessary, attempting to standardize all data, especially existing data in legacy systems, would be like boiling the ocean.  Data should be granular and local, using portal technology to share information seamlessly among Web sites.  Clearinghouse portals provide useful service for disseminating information to the public. Government also should consider customized portals for natural groupings of citizens to access information.  

Participants recommended that institutional barriers may be overcome by linking programs with some shared vision and mission into “natural complexes” or groupings.  Focusing on urgent customer needs or “burning platforms”, the natural groupings could engage in specific, short-term projects, each concluded within 90-120 days, resulting in spiraling integration over an intermediate period of 18-24 months.  The IRS STAWRS project may be a good working model of the process. 

Government must make a business case for sharing or integrating data.  Alternative funding mechanisms need to be investigated.  There is enormous investment going on at all levels of government and in the private sector. Government should be able to leverage that investment by aligning investment patterns, capturing synergies, and reducing waste. There is a critical need for leadership and commitment. Participants suggested that OMB, acting in its role under the Government Paperwork Elimination Act (GPEA), facilitate the creation of horizontal consortia and natural complexes, and otherwise lead the transformation to e-government.    

Discussion

In introductory remarks, John T. Spotila, Administrator of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA) in the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and Ronald Matzner, Coordinator of OMB’s Information Initiative, presented an overview of the session.  One of the biggest challenges facing government is the effective integration of technology into governing.  If we are going to have e-government, government entities at all levels must integrate and share information, emulating the private sector by building capacity across organizations through alliances and partnerships, and collecting, managing and disseminating information and knowledge more effectively and efficiently. The barriers confronting Government in these areas principally are financial and institutional, not technical. The purpose of the roundtable is to consider what Government may do to overcome these barriers and enable Government agencies to measure their progress against best practice standards.


Terry Garber from the State of South Carolina suggested that there are three different information stages with which we are concerned - the gathering of data, the internal processing and use of data, and the dissemination of data.  She recommended that we focus on the first stage for immediate deliverables and “low-hanging fruit”.  The primary goal in this area must be reducing burden on the provider of information.  The public does not care how efficient or inefficient, simple or complex, or non-repetitive or redundant government processing of information may be, so long as the submission of information by the public is easy, quick, and inexpensive.  Terry pointed to the IRS’s Simplified Tax and Wage Reporting System (STAWRS), as an example.  STAWRS was not able to address immediately all of the legal and institutional barriers to the integration and sharing of the information collected, but it did accomplish its primary goal of reducing burden on the public.


Terry suggested that Government focus next on the third stage – the dissemination of information to the public through clearinghouses and other means.  Technical, financial and institutional barriers are concentrated in the middle stage – data repository and transmission. That is the most difficult area to address.  Even if progress is slow, it should not deter us from pursuing gains to reduce front-end burden on the public.


Several participants emphasized that interoperability is the key to addressing the middle stage, as well as the third.  George Fisher of Computer Associates and Jack Pellicci of Oracle cautioned that attempting to standardize data is like boiling the ocean.  Data should be very granular, openly available and easy to combine. Information can be shared seamlessly among Web sites, databases, and other back-end systems.  Susan Keys of Cisco Systems recommended making maximum use of the web.  Use portal technology to harvest the low hanging fruit. 

Regarding the third stage, the dissemination of data to the public, Renney DiPentima of SRA International Services suggested that “service by citizen” can replace “service to citizen”.  Instead of data clearinghouse portals like FirstGov.gov, Renney suggested we allow citizens to build portals into government that they can organize and customize. Several participants suggested portals for natural groupings such as Access America for Seniors.

George Molaski, DOT CIO, pointed out that data definitions are often embedded in legislation and regulations. This results in different definitions and formats for describing a thing or event, such as death.  Several participants said it was necessary to organize objective data with descriptive information without conclusionary definitions being placed on it. Then those who receive the data can put their own conclusionary definitions on it.  Bruce Cahan of Urban Logic analogized the process to building recombinant DNA. Joe Leo, USDA CIO, mused that it would be nice if Congress used one definition to describe a “farm” in all legislation. But that is not going to happen, since the congressional committee structure is not likely to change.  We have to learn to put a digital boundary or envelop around descriptive data so the information can be used to fit any one of many definitions. Louis Hecht of the Open GIS Consortium added that web technology allows one to locate a lake without worrying about which database the information is in.  Leif Ulstrup of American Management Systems recommended use of commercial off the shelf software (COTS) and the application service provider (ASP) model where possible. 


Renney DiPentima asked why do we want to share data?  He pointed out that nobody around the table can say that his or her company’s data truly is integrated. It is all stove piped. He suggested that the reason to share data is to reduce burden and increase efficiency, and improve delivery of service.  The “sweet spot” is the point where better efficiency intersects better service.   We shouldn’t integrate just to integrate or share just to share.  Renney pointed out that there are 42 agencies and subagencies with information dealing with students.  It would be impossible to integrate all of that data. George Fisher agreed.  He said that if we try and standardize or integrate everyone’s legacy data, we would never complete the job.  The only way is to prioritize and connect only to the most essential legacy data and go forward from here applying the new technology of open standards.   Tim Blansett of Booz-Allen & Hamilton added that commercial companies are emphasizing mass customization, not standardization. 


Renney suggested that we construct specific data sharing mechanisms where there is an affinity of interests.  For example, the Social Security Administration (SSA) shares data with the IRS, Veteran’s Administration (VA), and the Office of Personnel Management (OPM).  In fact, many agencies are willing to share data.  The question is whether the receiving agency’s formats can accept and use it.


Louis Hecht said standards are an absolute necessity for any cooperative effort.  He acknowledged that standard setting is a very complicated issue, requiring cooperation at many levels.  He reiterated that standards must be invisible to the public. According to Ramon Barquin of Barquin and Associates, data is a traffic problem.  It flows like water.  Technical standards and non-technical policies such as privacy are the rules of the road.


Ramon Barquin reminded participants that there already are many standards. Not everything is stove piped.  He mentioned census and postal service address standards. Pat Peck of Booz-Allen & Hamilton referred to HIPAA standards and the standards being developed in the International Trade Data System initiative led by Customs.

Tim Blansett observed that it is less about data than how individual agencies and Government as a whole is going to do business five or ten years from now.  Change is so rapid. No one organization can be world class in everything.  Each organization needs to start with customer needs and prioritize.  What does it do best? Can another organization do something else better? Partner and form an alliance if necessary, and share what each organization does best. 

Joe Leo said we have no choice but to think horizontally.  There are thousands of programs.  We need to link programs with at least some shared vision and mission into “natural complexes” (USDA’s and HHS’s nutritional programs, for example), developing standards and building partnerships. We can’t do that unless we overcome the institutional and financial barriers.   


Jim Kennedy of Computer Sciences Corporation suggested we need more than the identification of a natural complex. To overcome institutional and funding barriers, we need burning platforms or issues on which the members of the natural complex can agree. The burning platform in the private sector that allows private sector companies to overcome institutional and cultural differences in mergers and corporate alliances is tremendous profits and returns on investment.  In government, urgent customer needs must generate the pressure to overcome the barriers.


Louis Hecht recommended that the natural groupings and burning issues be confined and manageable.  We should begin with a series of little steps. Projects should be defined by customer needs.  Government should facilitate specific, short-term projects that are customer driven and drop them into the marketplace every few months.  This would result in a spiraling integration.  It would be preferable to a giant 10-year project and allow Government to keep current with constantly changing technology.  


Leif Ulstrup agreed.  He pointed out that IT projects in the private sector are being done in small chunks or increments, and in short periods of about 90-120 days.  It is important to get the value out into the market as quickly as possible. Susan Keys recommended building an 18-month plan composed of incremental projects.


Jerry Mechling of the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard also agreed.  He emphasized the importance of seizing the moment if something is both valuable and easy.  He suggested that logical communities of providers and users should form the natural groupings. They may cross agency, jurisdiction, and sector boundaries.


Bob Barr of the IRS pointed out that STAWRS may be a working model combining all of the elements being discussed.  It is engaging the IRS, States and the private sector in a narrow natural complex with a burning issue – the reduction of employer filing burden.  On the front end, it is making the collection process simple for the taxpayer and reducing burden.  It is addressing the difficult standards and transmission issues by building a lexicon to harmonize different definitions in Federal and State legislation and regulations, and a database of state-specific requirements.  It is working with private sector software developers to develop COTS with open standards that enables transmission of the descriptive information needed by each partner state in a format acceptable to each state. It is beginning to have success convincing State revenue and unemployment insurance agencies that STAWRS lies at the sweet spot at the intersection of increased efficiency and better service.


Bob cautioned fellow Federal Government participants not to launch a project without building a business case for it and locating sufficient funding sources.  He described the history of the IRS’s STAWRS funding difficulties and warned that STAWRS suffered because of funding challenges.


Joe Leo said funding mechanisms need to be changed.  It will cost Government more than the private sector to switch to e-business.  Government has to serve the very last client. Because of the digital divide, Government must maintain and fund legacy systems and alternative delivery systems.  This raises the bubble, which can’t be overcome “on the cheap”.


Jerry Mechling wondered how we can figure out how much money Government spends collecting data – often repetitively.  It would also be a good idea to have an inventory of State projects and initiatives.   It would all help to make the business case for sharing information, and help locate the “sweet spot”.  


Jerry suggested three budgetary techniques to find funding resources - allocation, inter-agency funding and user fees.  Jerry raised the question whether Government should charge user fees.  Some states do, if the user is a beneficiary of the services.  If the user is not a beneficiary or there are mixed beneficiaries, there is no fee. Jerry acknowledged that Congress will be the ultimate arbiter of these issues.


Bruce Cahan pointed out that the funding discussion begs the question of leverage.  There is enormous investment going on right now.  It is going on without any kind of control or organization. We should align investment patterns, capture synergies, and reduce waste.


Jack Pellicci said it all comes down to leadership.  Where is the point of leadership?  Leadership is critical, especially given that the half-life of technology is about 3 weeks. Joe Leo, Steve Cochran of the Council for Excellence in Government, and Susan Keys each listed key ingredients for success.  All three placed leadership at the top of the list.  Without leadership, there is no incentive to share information horizontally, and develop standards and partnerships.   Leadership is needed to encourage natural complexes.  Efforts to coordinate among agencies suffer from fragmentation of authorities, multiple agendas, and conflicting missions. Midori Morgan-Gaide of the IRS added that leadership is absolutely necessary to help work through the bureaucracy.  Many participants stated that they feel there is no individual, institution or group providing sufficient leadership in the field of e-government.  Jack Pellicci, Jerry Mechling, and others recommended that OMB provide the necessary leadership in this area.  Bruce Cahan felt OMB should issue guidance to help develop a responsible pattern of investment for the country.  Pat Peck suggested OMB in its role under the Government Paperwork Elimination Act (GPEA) should facilitate the creation of horizontal consortia, even if it is not the driving force.


Steve Cochran and Joe Leo both emphasized the need for transformation of government. George Molaski felt that much of the duplication in government could be eliminated if OMB and the Executive Branch took the lead in consolidating and transforming government. Jack Pellicci noted that we can’t have e-government until Government first becomes an e-business.  One of the hardest things for Oracle in the last few years was for itself to become an e-business, doing everything on the web and thinking about and relating to customers in a different way.  Government must start from the outside, looking at the customer touch points. Government must look at its business processes and share the pain of becoming an e-business.


Joe Leo felt we could begin by encouraging the linking and funding of 15-20 natural complexes.   George Molaski agreed.  There is value in combining data. There are many natural groupings.  George suggested welfare to work, which would include census, housing, employer, labor, and transportation data from DOC, HUD, DOL, and DOT.

Gary Christoph, CIO at the Health Care Financing Administration (HCFA) recommended that a consortium of agencies, including HCFA, DOC, DOD, the VA, and DOJ, go a step further than the current PKI Committee of the CIO Council and work together to establish government-wide standards for authentication through PKI technology.  According to Gary, the savings on Medicare abuse alone could cover the cost of giving every citizen who wanted one a Smart Card.  Gary recommended that OMB take the lead in pulling the consortium together.  

John Moeller of the Federal Geographic Data Committee (FGDC) noted that there are many natural affinity groupings in the geo-spatial area and several burning platforms such as flood mapping. Ron Matzner reminded participants about the July 18 OMB Geo-Spatial IT Roundtable at which OMB, with the cooperation of the National Performance Review (NPR), FEMA, and other agencies, hopes to facilitate and launch several specific, short-term customer driven flood mapping and flood management projects.  
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