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BROADBAND/ICT AND ITS WIDER USES

Summary

This paper provides the members of the Convention of the Highlands and Islands with an overview of how broadband and Information and Communications Technology (ICT) connections are currently contributing to the effective delivery of public services in the Highland and Islands and the opportunities for the future.  The paper is presented from a local authority perspective; however contributions have been sought from across the public sector and the Scottish Government.

Introduction 

The importance of ICT in delivering modern and integrated services to citizens is continually growing and the Scottish Government’s future programmes such as e-planning, Citizen’s Account and provision of web based services are driving the public sector across Scotland to depend on accurate and cost effective ICT systems.

ICT is a major enabler to drive business change and can help local authorities to streamline processes and reduce costs so that resources can be moved into front line customer service.  In order to ensure that the investment in ICT is used to maximum benefit, faster and more effective connections are required and broadband technology delivers this.

As the efficiency agenda grows stronger and public sector organisations are placed under increasing pressure to reduce costs whilst delivering improved services, ICT will become more important in automating systems and allowing the public sector to use its limited resources to best effect.  There is a recognised need to ensure that all public sector organisations have the best possible ICT systems in place in order to deliver effective services across the Highlands and Islands.  

The importance of ICT and Broadband lies less in the technology itself than in its ability to create greater access to information and communication for communities, especially those which may be underserved by current provision or who may be geographically remote, where ICT can enable information provision directly to the point of usage, be that home or office.   Broadband is an important issue for the economic well being of the Highland and Islands so that they are not disadvantaged in relation to the rest of Scotland because of their rurality, geographic remoteness and demographics. 

Broadband capability opens up employment opportunities for remote and flexible working, removing the need for people to live in or around the major conurbations in order to gain meaningful and rewarding employment. Not least Broadband and ICT will play a key part in providing a level playing field in the delivery of ICT enhanced public sector services.

Modern government – both in policy making and service delivery - relies on accurate and timely information about citizens, businesses and assets.  Information sharing, management of identity, geographical information and information assurance are vital.  Broadband/ICT enabled E-Government and business transformation should be an enabler.  It should underpin the strategic objectives of the organisation and deliver key services to the customer efficiently and effectively.  The vision should concentrate on using technology and managed business change to deliver public services and policy outcomes that have an impact on citizen’s daily lives and contribute to the effective running of Councils.  

The E-Government agenda should enable greater choice and personalisation to citizens, assist in delivering better public services and benefit communities but reduce burdens on front line staff and give them the tools to do the job better  Specific public service reform opportunities lie in improving transactional services, in helping front line staff to be more effective, in supporting elected member decisions and policy outcomes and reforming corporate services and infrastructure used in back offices as well as taking better advance of latest technologies.  

Current Status (in Local Authorities)

Local authorities regard ICT as critical to the delivery of their services and back office networks and infrastructure. While most local authorities traditionally have individual ICT organisations and procure their own systems and software, some have gone down the route of outsourced provision.  As part of the National Procurement Agenda local authorities have submitted usage and statistical data to the Scottish Government’s appointed consultants in order to understand where economies of scale can be achieved and work is ongoing in this area to review opportunities for collaborative procurement and economies of scale.  A recent example of centralised collaborative procurement of ICT systems is the CRM (Customer Relationship Management) project being managed by the Improvement Service where a number of councils have pooled requirements and resources to purchase a joint CRM system which in time should enable share service delivery

The Scottish Government has supported a number of local authorities in major collaborative broadband procurements, such as Pathfinder South (Scottish Borders and Dumfries and Galloway) and Pathfinder North (Highland and Islands) which have enabled successful partnership working to procure broadband networks from the private sector. 

The Pathfinder North rollout is designed to connect 850 Partner authority sites, such as schools, libraries, social work offices and council headquarters across the Highlands and Islands.  It will also provide the authorities with high bandwidth internet access, high speed inter-VPN connections between the authorities and Remote Access Services for the authorities’ end users.  

The projects will enable the running of advanced computer software applications such as real time video conferencing, providing interactive service provision, and multi-media rich education applications to enhance the traditional learning environment in schools.

Pathfinder is being supported in recognition of the particular need for providing adequate connectivity in Scotland’s most rural areas (where telecoms options are limited).  Recent research on next generation broadband by the Scottish Government showed that the major benefit to most businesses was expected to still come from first/entry level broadband bandwidths.   Pathfinders are of course also pilot projects and so their impact – not just in terms of Value for Money but of actual benefits resulting from use of the procured connectivity – will be gauged to inform future policy on broadband in the public sector across Scotland. 

The Pathfinder Project will also allow councils to modernise service delivery, improve efficiency and boost the provision of services to the public across the region.

Opportunities

ICT and effective broadband capability is essential for the future delivery of public services.  The membership of the Convention of the Highland and Islands supports the aims of the shared services and efficiency agendas. Both of these agendas are underpinned by technology and broadband, which will play a key role in enabling the Highlands and Islands to join up with others in Scotland and so deliver better and more cost effective services to citizens. The Highlands and Islands are actively pursuing these agendas as well as taking part in other national initiatives like Customer First. 

Outlined below are areas where ICT and broadband are currently being used and areas which offer opportunities for shared services and partnership working either as collaborative projects, collaborative procurements or knowledge and data sharing.

Shared Services and Partnership Working

ICT provides the platform and foundation of shared services and partnership working and advances in technology and the reduced cost of deployment have allowed organisations to adopt many differing operating structures and models to suit their circumstances. The reduced cost and availability of wide area network bandwidth, virtualisation of servers and disc technologies together with multiple access channels has resulted in shared services being designed with maximum, efficiency and effectiveness for employees and customer alike. Self service, remote and mobile working have provided increased flexibility and can often address skill shortages and employment challenges within a geography or community.  

By sharing ICT to deliver services public sector organisations will deliver both:

(i) Technical benefits including:

· faster and more reliable access to content and knowledge databases  

· fast delivery of content from core back office systems 

· opportunities for technical innovation 

· greater efficiency of support and

(ii) Commercial and financial benefits including:   

· cost-efficiency through economies of scale   

· adding benefit to your existing investment  

· providing a focus for future investment.  

Current examples of shared services in the Highland and Islands include:

· HIE working with SEPA regarding help desk facilities and SNH on disaster recovery. Relocation of SNH to Inverness has also opened up new opportunities for cooperation. 
· The HIE Network Data Centre in Benbecula has potential for use by other agencies and HIE’s use of BizTalk makes integration of web based systems a possibility.  In addition HIE’s Network Data Centre in Benbecula currently undertakes HIE’s financial processing and has the potential to carry out additional back-office functions for HIE and other agencies.
· A Moray health and social care partnership has already been successfully established in Elgin to promote joint working between the Moray Council and Grampian Health Care Trust.

Another example of partnership working is the  eCare Framework which is the technology being developed by the Scottish Government to enable information sharing between public sector agencies for the care and protection of citizens.  It will enable professionals in different agencies (health, education, social care etc) to share sensitive personal data, securely and electronically.  

Local use of the eCare framework is managed by fourteen local data sharing partnerships.  Each partnership is based around a Health Board geography and includes senior representation from NHS, local authority (Social Work, Education and Housing), police and other agencies where appropriate.  Six have already used prototype eCare technologies to share data in a number of pilot areas.  The partnerships report to the National Data Sharing Forum, which comprises the chairs of the 14 partnerships and also includes the Principal Reporter, the Chief Executive of the Improvement Service, the Registrar General and the Assistant Information Commissioner. 

In addition, eCare is working closely with the Highland Getting it Right Pathfinder to scope out the technical requirements for the information sharing elements to support Getting it Right for Every Child. 

ICT Enabled Geographical Information Systems

More and more public services are dependant on the use of ICT based geographical information and it is becoming interlinked with everyday systems. Enabling local services and Information through Geographic Information is becoming a key priority for all public sector service organisations.  Currently more than 80% of the data and information created and used by the public sector has a spatial component, i.e. it refers to a place or an area.  At local level such locational data and information provides benefits to:

· the citizen, where effective ICT geographic information, combined with other data, translates into emergency services turning up quickly at the right place, knowing where local services are, avoiding traffic congestion and being able to manage one’s life better by having access to greater information.

· communities, where ICT geographic information facilitates equitable regeneration funding and enables solutions to problems such as deprivation, crime and disorder to be tackled effectively in a joined-up way.

· local government, where geographic information supports partnerships, helps it to deliver better and more effective public services, and creates efficiencies by helping to target the right resources in the right places; this in turn empowers citizens to be more independent.

Widespread and effective sharing of spatial data and dissemination of location based information is dependent on ICT and in particular the availability of broadband connections. Central and local government already makes extensive use of spatial data and information. As well as data creation and information dissemination by individual organisations, there are many examples of successful partnerships in the use of spatial data and information. For example: 

· Customer First National Address Gazetteer – will ensure consistency in the use of addresses across the public and third sectors.
· The E-Planning portal will facilitate access to the planning system, particularly for people in places that are distant from the local planning office.
· Registers of Scotland, City of Edinburgh Council and the Improvement Service have piloted a National Property Ownership Service that will streamline the process of property ownership registration. 


· A project is underway between the Scottish Government, SNH and the Forestry Commission to streamline the sharing of the spatial data that will support the Single Rural Development Programme. In turn this will ensure better service to Scotland’s agricultural community.  Also under development at present is a Scottish Environmental Portal, which will provide citizens and communities with integrated information about their environment. This will be a module in the information part of the proposed information and services delivery portal for Scotland.  

Improved use of spatial data and information will provide many benefits for Scotland. It has the potential to realise cost and efficiency savings, and support improvements in Scotland’s health, environment and economy.   Broadband together with  effective and efficient ICT connections as well as infrastructure will be essential in ensuring that the public sector are able to join up services.

Education Services

ICT and broadband are changing the way that education services are delivered to pupils.  In geographically remote areas like the Highlands and Islands future learning systems will be dependant on effective internet connections.  Glow is the Scottish Government’s vehicle for delivery of web based educational services (formerly called SSDN). It is a national schools intranet which digitally links Scotland's 800,000 educators and pupils. 

The Glow intranet has been procured by the Scottish Government on behalf of Scottish schools.  The services are available free to all local authorities who sign up to the Glow Customer Agreement.  Across the world, technology is transforming the way people experience education.  Glow will place Scottish education at the front of that revolution.  Glow will link the national educational community in a powerful communications network, providing support for the work being done to develop and implement A Curriculum for Excellence.

It will assist teachers to:
· identify and collate content, courses and tools for their teaching

· share ideas and good practice with colleagues elsewhere

· engage in online and connected communities of interest

· track and monitor their pupils’ progress

· undertake necessary administrative functions using efficient technologies.

The Glow services will be run from a national data centre, providing a common set of online tools and services for all Scottish schools and operating within a managed and regulated ICT environment where the identity and status of all users is known.  

Operation from a national data centre has implications for bandwidth requirements in schools, and those local authorities who are involved in the broadband pathfinder projects in the north and the south of Scotland will be particularly well-placed to make good use of Glow.  In order to make the best of services such as Glow it is critical that organisations such as local authorities have broadband networks in place.   In The Highland and Islands the Pathfinder North project will deliver broadband connectively to all council operated sites by 2009.

Customer Centric Service Delivery 

Customer First is a Scottish Government programme developed in partnership with Scottish local authorities and managed, with the support of SOLACE, under the direction of the Improvement Service (IS).

It supports the ICT principles of: 

· easier to access, better integrated, local services; 

· effective collaboration across the public sector; 

· better use of public resources; 

· high standards of public service; and willingness to innovate and learn from others.  

It underpins The Scottish Government’s commitment to provide financial support for, and work in partnership with, all 32 of Scotland's Councils to:

· Deliver more convenient and responsive public services. 

· Encourage the take up of online (self-service) access to services. 

· Ensure that at least 75% of core service requests can be dealt with at the first point of contact.

The core of Customer First is to create a national infrastructure which hosts a number of nationally shared services / business applications.  In simple terms, the infrastructure provides (for customers and for councils):

· A local authority ‘single view’ of each customer through a voluntary web based ‘citizen’s account’ (in reality, the definitive contact details for customers - such as name address, telephone, email, mobile number);


· A voluntary National Entitlement Card and Card Management;


· A national property gazetteer (initially to hold current addresses / address history for customers);


· Gazetteer services, which provide definitive details of every property in Scotland (and – in time – access to geographical information and other data objects such as streets, street furniture etc.);


· A messaging hub, e.g. to exchange customer ‘life event’ data (where the customer has given prior consent) on such details as death, change of name, change of address;


· A customer services hub – a internet based Citizens Portal - which allows customers access to a range of public services (including an ambition to link this to Government Gateway services at a UK level);


· An authentication service, which allows customers to authenticate themselves to the Citizens Portal or to a council contact centre / one stop shop; to have secure online access to change the personal details in their ‘citizen account’; to make service requests; to report a lost or stolen Entitlement Card; to engage in a customer consultation process; to provide – push - information to citizens.


· A benefits realisation programme to ensure that first time delivery of core service requests can be monitored and efficiency savings measured.

The programme has two clear - but inter-dependent – objectives.  Firstly, to build the ICT infrastructure in a way that can support such things as secure data sharing across the public sector; authenticated access to online services; to pro-actively offer services, benefits and entitlements to citizens.  Secondly, to ensure that local authorities are able to enhance the citizen’s own web based account to deliver more efficient and more effective services; to make it easier and more convenient to obtain services, benefits and entitlements; to encourage the growth and take up of self-service transactions. The programme is only possible with effective ICT which can deliver customer relationship management systems to allow Councils to hold essential customer date.  Additionally for the web based services broadband connectivity is critical in achieving quality connections.
Flexible, Remote and Home Working

Effective wide area networks mean that effective ICT systems  can operate outside of the core HQ locations for example HIE’s wide area network has allowed staff to work from any one of HIE’s 15 office locations. Functions previously viewed as “core” can be distributed around the Highlands and Islands.   This means that activities which previously had to be delivered from a central location can now be moved to areas where there is economic deprivation or areas which are ready for economic investment.  The rise in teleworking and call centres proves that effective ICT can enable investment and remote handling of business.

Additionally remote working can also deliver benefits in terms of flexible working and allows staff to be home based allowing greater flexibility for individuals and the location of jobs in more rural areas.  For example Westminster City Council now has its call centre operation delivered by Vertex via integrated ICT systems based at Dingwall in the Highlands.  Connectivity is not just about fixed lines but increasingly about mobility.  

Video conferencing is increasingly becoming a technology of choice allowing users to save time and money on travel costs.   It allows interactive communication between geographically dispersed locations.  For the Pathfinder North project all of the meetings were conducted by using video conferencing thus allowing all of the Highland and Islands partners to partake in the project but without incurring expensive travel costs or extensive periods out of the office.

Conclusion

This paper has outlined a number of areas where broadband/ICT and is making an impact in public sector service delivery from a local authority perspective in The Highlands and Islands.  Both broadband and ICT are critical to future sustainable development and business transformation via the E-Government agenda

Members of the Convention of the Highlands and Islands are invited to:

(i) Consider this paper and understand areas for increased usage of broadband/ICT


(ii) Discuss opportunities for further progress on shared services and understand areas for collaborative working 

(iii) Understand how best to approach benefits realisation programmes as a result of investments made in ICT and broadband

Author: Vicki Nairn, Head of E-Government, The Highland Council

October 2007

Contributors:

All of the COHI members were invited to contribute to this paper, 
contributions were received from:

The Scottish Government

Highlands & Islands Enterprise

North Ayrshire, Moray, Orkney

BROADBAND/ICT AND ITS WIDER USES


