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Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am extremely pleased to be at this conference and to talk to you about the Local Agenda i2010, adopted at this year's European Information Society Conference, EISCO, in Krakow. We are here today to identify what needs to be done in the coming 5 years to deliver on the benefits and potentials of eGovernment. What does it take to transform our public services in a way that puts citizens and businesses at the centre and that is truly inclusive, efficient and innovative?

I would like to take this opportunity to speak to you about three things (SLIDE 3): 

· the role of local and regional authorities in making eGovernment and the European information society a reality

· the challenges local and regional actors face

· what support is needed at the local and regional level to achieve the full potential of eGovernment

(Slide 4) First of all, however, let me make a few introductory comments about the Council of European Municipalities and Regions, the association I represent here today. CEMR is the largest organisation of local and regional government in Europe. Founded in 1951 by a group of European mayors, it brings together today the national associations of local and regional authorities in 34 European countries. 

Together with its experts' network, ELANET, CEMR engages closely in the European debate on eGovernment and, more widely, the creation of an equitable information society for all. 

1. The role of local and regional authorities

(SLIDE 5) It will come as no surprise to you when I say that local and regional actors play a key role in realising the potential of eGovernment. Let me go one step further: I would argue that without strengthening the mechanisms of delivering eGovernment at the local and regional level, it will be impossible to realise the potential benefits of ICT in the sphere of public administration. Not only are a large proportion of eGovernment services delivered locally. As the level of governance closest to the citizens, it is in Europe's municipalities, its cities and its regions where the democratic deficit needs to be tackled first. ICT offers a unique opportunity to do so, by increasing transparency and participation and by creating a renewed sense of local community. Last but not least, regional and local authorities have a key role to play when it comes to promoting innovation, competitiveness and economic growth. 

2. The example of Oulu

(SLIDE 6) Allow me to give you a concrete example and to speak about developments in the city I know best, Oulu. Oulu is the 4th largest urban area in Finland. With a population of 200,000 it is a rapidly developing centre of growth in Northern Finland. It has been known as the Silicon Valley of the North with the oldest technology park in Scandinavia. 

(SLIDE 7) By bringing together a diverse range of actors, Oulu has successfully managed to set up an environment in the region that inspires innovation and the take-up of services based on new technology. Key to Oulu’s economic success in the past decade has been the creation of economic clusters that bring together public administration with research institutes and businesses. 

(SLIDE 8) Let me give you some examples of innovative initiatives created in this innovation system. With the support of the EU, we are running the so-called Octopus Development and Testing Environment. Used by over 40 Finnish and international companies, it is a unique testing platform for the development of mobile services and products. In addition, Octopus also offers supplementary services, such as marketing and business operation support.

(SLIDE 9) Perhaps the most prominent examples of the success of such clusters are the ongoing projects in the health care sector. The Home Care Client Information System, for instance, looks at developing a new service model for taking care of the elderly in their own home environment. The Wireless Hospital project, in turn, explores innovative ways of using ICT in creating the hospital of the future. 

In my view, the case of Oulu illustrates the importance of local agency in realising the information society. Based on the national Finnish Information Society Strategy, Oulu has defined its own ICT strategy, focusing in particular on the expansion of wireless access coverage within the framework of the TaitoOULU programme. 

(SLIDE 10) The TaitoOULU, or Competence OULU programme, is about ensuring that all of Oulu’s citizens can enjoy the benefits of the information society. In short, it provides:

· open and free of charge Internet access for everyone living in or visiting Oulu

· free Internet terminals for public use through city libraries, youth and cultural centers and citizens’ houses.
· public training for the citizens of Oulu on how to use e-services, focusing in particular on young people, senior citizens and the unemployed 

(SLIDE 11+12) When it comes to the application of information technology to public services, our aim is to deliver multi-channel online services that focus on the end user and increase efficiency and quality. Take for example the services provided by the Oulu Library. All services are interactive – from the search catalogue to reservations and renewals. Users can access the database in person, through the Internet or through their mobile phone. Each year, the library’s web services are accessed more than 1,5 million times! 

An area that has received less attention until now but is becoming increasingly important is the field of eParticipation. Although all political decisions are made public on Oulu’s website, not many people were making use of it. One initiative we are taking at the moment is to increase the involvement of young people in municipal decision-making through a project that invites participants to come up with concrete proposals that are subsequently discussed at city level. If successful, we will be looking at expanding the model to all local residents. 

3. Challenges

(SLIDE 13) We have undoubtedly made remarkable progress. Yet, there are a number of challenges we continue to face. Many, I believe, will be familiar to my colleagues from across the EU. A key question for Oulu, for instance, is how to promote regional and national cooperation in the field of ICT. To be more concrete – how can we ensure the delivery of online services across organisational, geographical and linguistic borders? 

Another aspect to be considered is the rising cost associated with data administration. If we want to use ICT effectively in the provision of services and in public administration at large, then this cost increase must be curbed drastically. What role can open source, open interfaces and standards play in this process? It is clear that common standards are needed not just in Finland but in the EU as a whole. 

Finally, how can we guarantee security and privacy? The fast digitalisation of data has created new challenges for us all. Data protection must become an integral part of ICT systems. And it is not a matter of technology alone – it concerns individuals as well. In fact it would be fair to say, “data protection is 20% technology and 80% psychology”. 

There is still a remarkable lack of awareness amongst civil servants at the local and regional level concerning the potential of ICT. All too often there is a tendency to simply reproduce current administrative processes into digital format. Combining fast technological change with organisational transformation has proven to be a difficult task. 

Still, there are encouraging stories of success and innovation from across the European Union. Take for instance the introduction of eDemocracy tools in two Portuguese municipalities, Porto and Maia. Or the Malopolska Gateway, a regional virtual front-office in the Malopolska region of Poland that assists a multi-level service delivery for the region. 

Perhaps, then, the greatest challenge for the coming years is to work towards a consistent take-up of these eGovernment applications in all local and regional areas. This includes providing support to small and medium enterprises, engaged in product development in the field of eServices and eGovernment. Too many great inventions never make their way into successful, profitable products. As local politicians we can play a key role in bringing together relevant stakeholders to ensure that creative ideas are translated into useful applications. Now is the time to start thinking on how we can move beyond the many isolated success stories in order to create a Europe-wide impact in the field of eGovernment. 

4. Supporting local and regional actors 

If we agree that without ownership and involvement of the local and regional level, eGovernment will not be attainable, the question becomes: how can we support local and regional actors in overcoming the common obstacles?

(SLIDE 14) In June this year, representatives of local and regional governments, universities, ICT companies and other eGovernment experts met for the 5th EISCO conference in Krakow, hosted by the Malopolska region, the CEMR and ELANET. Perhaps the most important outcome of this year's conference was the adoption of the Krakow declaration on the Local Agenda i2010. 

Local Agenda i2010 is a policy instrument to transform ICT-based innovation into the main driver of economic growth and new jobs in Europe. Local Agenda i2010 is a strategic document for European local administrations. It is a flexible tool for local action based on a set of 10 common goals. As a political response of Europe's local and regional governments to the challenge of advancing the information society, it aims to ensure that the use of ICT brings a real practical benefit to all of our citizens. 

I will not go through the 10 goals of the Local Agenda i2010 in detail this morning – however, I invite you all to take a copy for yourself, which you can look through at your leisure. 

With the Local Agenda i2010, we hope to give a renewed impetus to implement Europe's eGovernment agenda. Undoubtedly, without commitment and leadership at the municipal or regional level, little can be done. But there is a role to be played by national governments, by national associations of regions and municipalities, as well as by the European associations and the European Union. Coordination, partnership and cooperation are pivotal.

In this context I would also like to mention work done by EUROCITIES- organisation to develop a knowledge society for all citizens. Charter of Rights of Citizens in the Knowledge Society published by EUROCITIES in June 2005 complement well Local Agenda i2010.

Our British colleagues have told us about their nationally coordinated local eGovernment strategy. Many associations of municipalities and regions across Europe follow initiatives to assist their members in defining their own eGovernment strategies. The EU has been supporting a number of projects and studies that specifically aim at the local and regional level. Yet, a more concerted effort is needed. 

(SLIDE 15) We need a more proactive, wide diffusion of good practice across our regions and municipalities to support local action. The CoBra recommendations adopted in September last year rightly emphasise the potential of sharing building blocks and tools, of looking at sharing business models and models of organisational change. They rightly suggest the creation of a European resource centre and pose the question of setting up a network of national, regional and local eGovernment competence centres. 

There are admittedly no easy answers of how to foster cooperation and coordination. Each and every one of us has to find their own answer on how to bring their region or municipality into the information society. But, we do need to be able to provide our services across geographical, organisational and also linguistic borders. And we do need to look into better ways of sharing the good practice we have already developed. 

(SLIDE 16) With the renewed Lisbon agenda, the EU has set itself ambitious targets for the coming years. Europe’s regions and municipalities have a crucial role to play when it comes to boosting competitiveness, growth and employment. 

The eGovernment action plan to be adopted next year is an important opportunity to discuss in more depth how to strengthen the mechanisms of delivering eGovernment at the local and regional level. But the catalyst role of regions and municipalities in delivering Lisbon also needs to be reflected in the future structural funds programmes, in the programmes related to competitiveness and innovation and, last but not least, the future framework programme on research and development. We have a real opportunity to create a more competitive and inclusive Europe – whether we succeed in doing so, depends on the decisions and actions we take now.  

On behalf of the CEMR, I would like to say that we will do all we can to play our part in the process of transforming Europe's public services and, on a broader level, to deliver on the objectives set in Lisbon.

Thank you for your attention.
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