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Abstract

The paper examines e-government development in Africa. This study is based on the Cape Gateway
project in South Africa, a leading e-government initiative on the continent. We observe that African
countries have jumped on the e-government band wagon by looking mostly at the benefits without a
clear risk assessment. We argue that African countries should question the pace and pathway for their
e-government programs. We caution that e-government models from developed countries do not
necessarily work in Africa. E-government programs in Africa should be balanced with the provision of
basic needs and infrastructure. We conclude that e-government in South Africa should adopt multi-
cultural approaches, and must be underpinned by national development priorities. We recommend that
the Cape Gateway must address the socio-economic context and needs of the country. The pace and
pathway of its e-government must depend on the availability of both financial and human resources
and also user satisfaction.
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1. Introduction

E-government implementation is a high priority for most governments around the world
(Carter & May, 2001; Gillwald, Esselaar, Burton & Stravrou). Despite facing huge socio-
economic and political challenges, some African countries have demonstrated a serious
commitment to e-government development. When compared to e-government projects in the
developed countries, e-government implementation in Africa is still in its infancy. However, as
Africa embarks on its march toward e-government, a number of unique challenges will have to
be surmounted. These include weak human capital, inequitable access to information,
inadequate legal frameworks, cultural constraints, deficient infrastructure, and budgetary
constraints (Carter and May, 2001; Gebremichael and Jackson, 2006).

Most studies on e-government are based on theories and practical experiences emanating from
the industrialized countries (Carter and May, 2001) and very few cases, if any, from Africa. The
existing models of e-government evolution suggest a natural linear progression from basic web
publishing through to fully-integrated, seamless e-government (Heeks, 2002a, 2003). This casts
e-government implementation into a three-phased progression: (1) establish a web presence,
(2) allow for online transactions, and (3) integrate (i.e., vertically and horizontally) the systems
for a seamless, modern government (Gichoya). In order to make e-government implementation
relevant for Africa, serious consideration must be given to the social, cultural, and economic
differences in e-government development (Basu, 2004).

South Africa has demonstrated leadership in African e-government development. However,
what remains unclear to policy makers is the question: At what pace and direction, if any,
should e-government implementation proceed in South Africa? The Provincial Government
of Western Cape (PGWC) established the Cape Gateway project (www.capegateway.gov.za)
in 2001 to drive its e-government initiative. As the project evolves, an upgrade for its e-
government infrastructure is imminent. However, critical questions have arisen about the
appropriateness of using western-based models to benchmark online services (i.e. provision of
transaction e-government capabilities). Major concerns have emerged in some areas including:

1. What proportion of the target population will actually be able to use these online services?
2. Is it ethical to deploy scarce public sector resources to provide online transactions when

many basic needs have not been met?
3. Is it consistent with the PGWC's development goals to promote advanced forms of e-

government?

This paper addresses crucial issues facing the Government of South Africa (GSA) and
various key stakeholders concerned about the future of the Cape Gateway e-government portal.
It also considers the evolutionary e-government development models and the extent to which
they are appropriate in an African context. It advocates for a new thinking about e-government
in Africa that focuses on the underlying national development priorities.We hope that the issues
raised here will promote critical discussion around the pace and pathway of e-government
progression in Africa and other developing countries. The issue is no longer whether or not
Africa should implement e-government initiatives, but how that should happen.

http://www.capegateway.gov.za
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The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: The next section gives an overview of
the challenges to e-government implementation in South African and is followed in Section 2
by a brief assessment of e-government definitions. In Section 3 we present the methodology
that we use in this paper which is based on a critique of the literature on stages of e-government
development (i.e. evolutionary models), and examples of relevant emerging e-government
development initiatives in Africa. Section 4 presents key lessons for e-government imple-
mentation in an African context. Section 5 provides the conclusion and recommendations from
our paper.

1.1. E-government implementation challenges in South Africa

Although e-government is a high priority issue, South Africa faces considerable ethical
dilemma in its e-government implementation. Unless the GSA assesses the trade-offs of de-
veloping a sophisticated e-government platform, it risks alienating its majority population. (i.e.,
poor citizensmost ofwhomare illiterate, have no jobs, subsist on less a $1 a day, and suffer untold
misery fromHIVand the AIDS epidemic) (Carter andMay, 2001; UNAIDS, 2005). South Africa
is described as a “two-country in one” or “dual economy”where an advanced capitalist economy
co-exists with an informal traditional economy. Balancing resource allocation in order to uplift
livelihoods in the impoverished “second economy” remains a huge dilemma for the GSA. The
level of unemployment is pegged at about 27% (www.statsa.gov.za) and is likely to fuel crime,
exnophobia and other social ills.

Despite these socio-economic challenges, GSA has to develop strategies that will close the
“Digital Divide.” In particular, most rural areas do not have backbone infrastructure (needed to
operate internet services) and lag behind in key telecommunication infrastructural
development (Gillwald et al.). Generally, the distorted resource allocation coined under
apartheid created further divides in other areas (e.g. unequal access to health, housing,
education; issues of gender, etc.) that have resulted in a highly polarized “information-rich”
versus “information-poor” South African society.

The telecommunication industry in South Africa has made slow progress towards full-scale
liberalization, putting internet service provision out of reach for the average citizen. South
Africa has also been facing service-delivery challenges, and just like trends elsewhere, citizens'
trust for government seems to be declining. Given that most of the basic services are yet to be
delivered (i.e., houses, roads, electricity, tap water, sanitation) to advocate for e-government
sounds as if the GSA has its priorities distorted. While huge IT expenditure for e-government
will be difficult to justify from a social justice point of view, policy makers need to strike a
balance between adequate provision of e-government and basic needs of its poor people.

South Africa is a “rainbow nation,” suggesting that it has many cultures and languages. The
country has 11 official languages (i.e. Afrikaans, English, IsiXhosa, Zulu, Ndebele, Venda,
Swati, Sesotho, Sepedi, Tsonga, and Tswana) and implementing e-government equitably in the
“rainbow nation” requires multi-lingual and multi-cultural approaches. It is important to note
that balancing cultural values in e-government is quite difficult as that process involves
overcoming, not only cultural differences, but sometimes resolving long-standing hostilities
(Bakari, Tarimo & Mutagahywa).

http://www.statsa.gov.za
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Finally, South Africa is one of the youngest democracies in Africa. While other countries
have been independent for years, South Africa is still building her democracy, and e-
government implementation will take root even as the national democratic structures are
evolving.Moreover, South Africa faces the unique challenge of being the first African nation to
host the World Cup 2010 event, which will require a high level of government consciousness
towards e-service provision. In its endeavor to develop viable e-government strategies that (1)
promote transparency, (2) lower transaction costs, (3) enhance convenience, (4) deliver faster,
and (5) better services, the GSA should be sensitive in its response to the afore-mentioned
challenges (i.e. poverty, HIVandAIDS, digital divide, industrymonopoly, and the tender age of
her democracy) as she marches slowly towards the path of government transformation.

2. Understanding e-government

2.1. What is e-government?

So much has been said about what constitutes e-government and what the potential
benefits are that it seems redundant to redefine and re-examine this fundamental concept. Yet
a brief glance at existing definitions indicates deep conceptual differences in the under-
standing of e-government. Definition(s) of e-government should encompass the character-
istics of e-government initiatives in different contexts, and this paper adds to the existing
discourse by presenting its own definition of e-government.

In defining e-government, especially in the context of the developing world, we have
found it useful to adopt a broad definition that recognizes the potential of all ICTs as tools to
improve government to citizen (G2C) interface and the related internal processes. Such a
broad definition stands in contrast to prevailing definitions such as those in Table 1, which
see e-government as narrowly focused on the use of the internet to transform and improve
government.

As the purpose of our definition is to focus attention not only on what e-government is, but
also on its purposes, we have adopted the following phrasing:

E-government is the use of any information and communications technology (ICT) based

initiative to improve government service delivery and internal processes.
This definition highlights e-government as an ICT-dependent initiative to improve
government service delivery and de-emphasizes its role as a tool for transformation. Many
existing definitions (e.g. World Bank) place great emphasis on the transformational aspect
of e-government without explaining why such transformation is desirable. In our view,
transformation of government is a consequence of the introduction of new measures to
improve service delivery and should not be the driver. Indeed, change is needed to improve
government services, but the change is not the end in itself. Emphasis should rather focus
on the improvements desired, and that will necessarily entail transformation. For example,
in the South African context, the introduction of an e-democracy program (i.e. to introduce
transformation) may be seen as appropriate, yet from a service-delivery perspective, such a
program is unlikely to improve public participation significantly because of limited access



Table 1
Selected definitions of e-government

Reference Definition Focus

Bonham et al.
(2001)

eGovernment involves using information technology,
specifically the internet, to deliver government information,
and in some cases, services, to citizens, businesses,
and other government agencies.

Internet
Information and
service delivery

Deloite and Touche
(2002)

The use of technology to enhance the access to and delivery of
government services to benefit citizens, business partners, and
employees.

Access
Service delivery

Heeks (2002a) The use of information and communications technologies (ICTs)
to improve the activities of public sector organizations.

Improvement

OECD (2003) The use of ICTs, and particularly the internet, as a tool to achieve
better government.

Internet

Basu (2004) eGovernment involves the automation or computerization of
existing paper-based procedures in order to prompt new styles of
leadership, new ways of debating and deciding strategies, new
ways of transacting business, new ways of listening to citizens
and communities and new ways of organizing and delivering
information. Ultimately, e-government aims to enhance access
to and delivery of government services to benefit citizens.

Transformation
Access

Ndou (2004) The use of ICT tools to reinvent the public sector by transforming
its internal and external way of doing things and its
interrelationships with customers and the business community.

Transformation

Stoltzfus (2004) A program that utilizes internet communication technology (ICT)
to improve communication, service, and transactional processes
with stakeholders.

Internet
Communication
and service
delivery

Chen, Chen, Huang
and Ching (2006)

eGovernment is a permanent commitment by government to
improve the nature of the relationship between the private
citizen and the public sector through enhanced, cost-effective,
and efficient delivery of services, information, and knowledge.

Service delivery
Public sector
efficiency

World Bank eGovernment refers to the use by government agencies of
information technologies … that have the ability to transform
relations with citizens, businesses, and other arms of government.

Transformation
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to the internet. Such a focus would therefore likely be considered inappropriate in the short
run.

The definition also focuses on a range of technologies that can be used. Many defini-
tions place particular emphasis on the internet and, as implied by the OECD definition,
web presence and online transactions are often used to determine a country's e-readiness
and e-government maturity. The definition of e-government offered here is sufficiently
broad to incorporate all forms of ICT including mobile technology. This is useful for
countries like South Africa where internet penetration is low, but other ICTs are relatively
prevalent. One AMPS 2005 data indicates that 41% of adult South Africans have personal
access to a cell-phone, while only 6% have accessed the internet. In these scenarios, use of
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alternative channels of e-government may be more appropriate and effective in the imple-
mentation of e-government.

Our chosen definition specifically focuses attention on the objectives of e-government —
improved services and processes. This focus is often lost in discussions which highlight the
mechanisms of e-government (for example, online transactions) rather than their impacts
(reduced costs and faster service). In Africa, e-government initiatives need to ensure that they
actively promote and achieve greater government efficiency and effectiveness, as well as
improved transparency and accountability. What is even more critical is that e-government
initiatives should consider the nation's overall development objectives and the ways in which
they can help achieve the set targets.

2.2. E-government implementation in Africa: keeping up with the Joneses?

Given some of the advances made in e-government implementation in developed countries,
some African countries may feel the pressure to join in this marathon (Ciborra, 2005). There is
enormous potential for e-government to help African countries improve the quality of life of
their citizens. Some of the benefits of e-government have been identified as greater and easier
access to government information and services, reduction in paperwork, reduction in response
time, increased participation in government, improved government accountability and trans-
parency (i.e. good governance), and decreased costs (Gillwald et al.). These opportunities are
widely known and play key part in the overall promotion of government efficiency. The great
promise that e-government holds for countries partly explains why so many governments have
been so eager to engage in e-government programs.

The potential costs of e-government are neither as well-known nor as clearly understood as
the potential benefits, and it would appear that few African governments take these risks into
account when embarking on e-government programs. Three major risks factors can be
identified for African countries. First is the potential for e-government programs to exacerbate
existing divides within countries (Bonham, Seifert & Thorson, 2001). For example in South
Africa, where there is an enormous gap between the wealthy and the poor population (e.g.
South Africa's Gini index2 is 57.8), e-government can easily benefit only those already in
privileged positions and so further marginalize the poor (United Nations Development
Program, 2003a). The introduction of new forms of social injustice is a real concern for
countries whose scarce resources are being divided between keeping up with global trends and
meeting the basic needs of their people. Clearly, success of e-government in industrialized
countries will not be directly applicable to poor countries and caution is therefore needed in
progressing e-government in Africa. Emerging evidence from Kenya supports the view that e-
government projects are costly and could lead to a waste of valuable national resources
(Gichoya).

The second risk factor is information security. In the absence of proper planning for and
allocation of resources to information security, it will be difficult to offer more e-government
services in Africa (Bakari et al.) beyond static website information. The risks from unauthorized
2 The Gini index is a calculation of the inequality of income distribution.
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access to data during storage, processing, and transmission are bound to derail the e-government
train in Africa. Without information security solutions, Africa cannot seek automation and
diversification of its e-government services at a fast pace, given that it currently trails behind the
rest of the world.

The third risk factor relates to the general failure of e-government programs. Heeks (2002a)
estimates that 35% of all e-government initiatives in developing countries are total failures and
that a further 50% are partial failures. The costs of such failure are high and include direct and
indirect financial costs, opportunity costs, and political costs, and can create barriers to future
e-government initiatives (Heeks, 2002a).

Although the Cape Gateway project is viewed as an African success, with over 30,000
pages, more than 50,000 visitors to the site each month, positive client feedback, and
international recognition (i.e. the project was recognized by the World Summit Awards in
2005), there are concerns that injecting greater pace in developing the project by introducing
new online functionality could result in the project being unable to sustain its current quality
and success. For example, the project specifically tries to minimize unintended consequences
of worsening the digital divide by ensuring that all citizens can access the information
contained on the portal either directly via the web or through the Cape Gateway call center and
walk-in center. However, understaffing and recent high staff turnover interfere with efforts by
the various Cape Gateway channels to promote equitable access to information. Furthermore,
discussions to extend services like the walk-in center to rural and peri-urban communities3

have not materialized, thus limiting the actual reach of the offline service. Likewise, the overall
success of the project could also be compromised by a number of threats such as ongoing
problems in securing fast and reliable internet access, disruptions in energy supply in the
Western Cape, as well as other technology-related problems.

The Cape Gateway project has gained a great deal and stands to lose a great deal if the future
direction of the project is not carefully and critically considered. The e-government trajectory
should be guided by national objectives, and its development pace must be balanced by
resource demands in other key areas in need of government attention.

3. Methodology

This paper adopts a critical approach to try and expose the assumptions underlyingmuch of the
discourse around e-government. First, a selection of definitions on e-government are analyzed
and a new definition proposed. The paper then explores existing literature on e-government
models and highlights assumptions and assertions around the evolution of e-government which
we believe are misleading in an African context. The literature review includes a brief summary
and assessment of various existing e-government definitions and development models including
models used in commercial and public sector e-government assessments. Together these
two sections highlight some of the issues Africa should consider when devising and imple-
menting e-government strategies. The paper draws illustrative examples from the South African
context, particularly from the Cape Gateway project.
3 Peri-urban areas lie outside formal urban boundaries and jurisdictions but are in a process of urbanization.
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3.1. A critique of the evolutionary e-government models: the need for context-specific African
models

The pressure exerted on countries to prioritize e-government and speed up its implementation
comes from a number of sources. With e-government advances in industrialized countries,
developing countries naturally find themselves confronted with various e-government models
and the need to conduct benchmark assessments. These various models and benchmarks (i.e.,
often in the guise of e-readiness assessments) may be aimed at helping countries identify
which e-government path they would like to follow and provide experience and advice from
‘best practice’ scenarios. Unfortunately, the ways in which the models are phrased and applied
often turn e-government into a race along a single path. Most of the models available propose
that a systematic progression through various identified stages is “the most effective method
for avoiding errors and preparing affected stakeholders… for change” (Kaaya, 2004). As most
African countries contemplate the way forward, it is important to caution against basing
decisions on experiences elsewhere which are spiced with “naïve optimism,” which paints e-
government technology as generally a ‘good thing’ without a critical assessment of the
evidence of failures (Heeks and Bailur, 2007). Further, the authors highlight the need to
seriously consider the contextual factors beyond the desired technological sophistication
(Heeks and Bailur, 2007).

Although the proliferation of different models suggests the lack of a universally accepted
framework for e-government development, there are certain similarities between models. This
indicates that e-government development is predominantly seen as a linear process, starting
with the electronic provision of rudimentary information and ending with a fully integrated
online service with transaction capability. Some of the various e-government development
models are discussed in more detail below and are summarized in Table 2.

Lam (2005) uses e-government integration as the measure of a mature level of e-
government and describes the maturation of e-government through three basic stages: infor-
mational (a website offering static content and downloadable forms), transactional (the ability
to conduct discrete transactions e.g. tax returns, paying vehicle fines, etc.), and an advanced
maturity stage associated with higher levels of e-government integration. Further, Lam (2005)
reports that a study on European e-government identified four levels of e-government
maturity: information, one-way interaction, two-way interaction, and full electronic case
handling.

Layne and Lee (2001) identified four stages of e-government development: cataloguing,
transaction, vertical integration, and horizontal integration. This four-stage model is based
on the authors' observations of and experience with e-government initiatives in the United
States of America. Although the model is essentially descriptive, it appears that e-government
initiatives in some countries seem to follow a certain pathway designed to replicate that
evolution and strive to push as far along that same path as possible— and it is implied that this
evolution should take place as quickly as possible.

Panagopoulos (2004) describes five stages of e-government starting with an “emerging
presence” and ending with the “seamless stage.” The author describes the websites of countries
in the “emerging presence” as characterized by highly partisan and politically biased (i.e.



Table 2
Summary of e-government stages of development, 2005

Reference No. of stages Brief description of stages Focus

Lam (2005) 3 (1) Informational Functionality
(2) Transactional
(3) Advanced maturity

Deloitte and
Touche (2001)

6 (1) Information dissemination Citizen centric
(i.e. customer oriented)
E-service excellence

(2) Two-way transaction
(3) Multi-purpose portals
(4) Portal personalization
(5) Clustering of common services
(6) Full integration & enterprise
transaction

Layne and
Lee (2001)

4 (1) Cataloguing Functionality
(2)Transaction
(3) Vertical integration
(4) Horizontal integration

Moon (2002) 5 (1) One-way communication Information flow
Functionality
Political process

(2) Two-way communication
(3) Service and financial
transaction
(4) Vertical and horizontal
integration
(5) Political participation

Panagopoulos
(2004)

5 (1) Emerging Functionality
(2) Enhanced
(3) Interactive
(4)Transactional
(5) Seamless

United Nations
(2003)

5 (1) Emerging presence Web-based
(2) Enhanced presence
(3) Interactive presence
(4) Transactional presence
(5) Seamless/fully
integrated presence

Siau and Long,
(2004)

5 (1) Web presence Citizen centric
Democracy(2) Interaction

(3) Transaction
(4) Transformation
(5) E-democracy

Cap Gemini Ernst
and Young

4 (1) Information Information flow
(2) One-way interaction

Cap Gemini Ernst
and Young

4 (3) Two-way interaction Information flow
(4) Full electronic case handling

Sood, R. 4 (1) Presence Functionality
(2) Interaction and
communication
(3) Transaction
(4) Transformation
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ruling party) information. The second stage is the “enhanced presence,” which goes beyond
making basic information available. The third stage is the “interactive presence” and is
supposed to be user-focused and portal-based, and represents a serious attempt by government
to become citizen-centric in e-service delivery. Integration of government information and
services into a single web portal marks the early stages of a mature e-government initiative.
The fourth stage is called the “transactional presence” and enables citizens and businesses to
conduct simple routine tasks or transactions with different government departments. The fifth
stage is the “seamless presence,” which is seen as being synonymous with e-government
excellence. This stage involves a high degree of political, administrative, and managerial
interaction and coordination (Heeks, 2003).

Sood (Heeks, 2002b) uses a classification similar to that of Panagopoulus (Heeks, 2003). The
author identifies presence, interaction and communication, transaction, and transformation
stages. Unlike Panagopoulos (2004), it appears that Sood (reported in Stowers (2004)) combines
the “enhanced” and “interactive presence” into a single “interactive and communication stage,”
suggesting evidence of overlap among some of the proposed e-government stages. However, the
seamless stage appears to be synonymous with the transformational stage.

A common thread across the various stages of e-government service delivery in the literature is
the inherent assumption that an initial presence is followed automatically by subsequent stages
characterized by increasing online service provision. Althoughmost of the models closely match
e-government growth phases in developed countries, their relevance to e-government trajectory
for African countries remains to be empirically verified. The presumed linear progression may or
may not be a good fit for Africa. Moreover, technologies developed in and imported from
industrialized nations may not work automatically in Africa (Heeks, 2002b; Ciborra, 2005).

A further commonality across the models is the tendency to focus on G2C e-government
programs and emphasize internet-based initiatives. The models thus tend to neglect the many
back-end improvements that could vastly improve government service delivery and reduce
costs. They also disregard other ICTs which could be used to improve government services
(e.g. mobile technologies). Both of these factors are of particular importance to Africa. Back-
end improvements can bring significant benefits to government in areas where internet uptake
is too low to justify client-facing e-government initiatives. On the other hand, alternative
technologies offer means by which e-government programs can be made broadly accessible
without relying on increased internet access.

Jordan has implemented e-government driven by its Ministry of ICT and based on four
foundations: developing e-services, infrastructure, education and training, and legislative
reforms (Basu, 2004). Further, their approach addresses multiple objectives of enhancing
information access, government performance, efficiency and competitiveness, transparency
and accountability, and training of government officials including the use of multiple channels.

Writing on e-government implementation challenges in Libya, a country of widely-dispersed
cities, and with population demographics skewed towards young people, Sweisi and Adams
highlight the need for Africa to first address user awareness, trust, culture, and technical
constraints. Moreover, the researchers argue for a need to develop an e-service taxonomy,
sequence service provision, and create the right environment through training and infrastructure
support. Libya's predominantly young population, exposed to ICT curriculum in school and
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tertiary colleges, provides justification for the education sector to drive e-government service
development (Sweisi & Adams).

In West Africa, Senegal has launched a development policy and public service moderni-
zation program based on ICT, improved institutional and legal framework, and liberalization of
the telecommunication sector. Central to the “e-Senegal vision” is good governance and
sustainable ICT-based economic growth (Owei, Bada, Aniebonam, 2006). A majority of
African governments still struggle with hurdles such as: (1) lack of ICT policy and champions,
(2) weak political and budgetary commitment, (3) absence of transparency and accountability,
(4) entrenched negative attitudes or resistance to change, (5) digital divide biased against a
high rural population base, and (6) deficient and or dilapidated information security systems
(Sweisi & Adams; Sagna, 2006). Such hurdles raise questions about the pace of e-government
adoption and future direction.

As part of public sector reform, and pressure from donors, the government of
Mozambique launched an Integrated State Financial Management System (also called e-
SISTAFE), an e-administration initiative designed to streamline the state financial system and
align it with the goals of the National Poverty Alleviation Plan (Macueve, 2006). Although the
program is still in its infancy, this is a clear example of an e-government program that is
responsive to the socio-economic context and needs of the country. Moreover, Mozambique is
one of the few African countries with an ICT policy (and an implementation strategy) that
specifically targets poverty reduction and openly acknowledges ICT as development enablers.

As already mentioned, the Cape Gateway project is currently upgrading its portal
channel. Some new features are planned for the next version of the portal, but online
transactions are not anticipated until the third iteration. This delay in introducing trans-
action capabilities is both strategic and practical. First, the project has not yet answered the
difficult questions about cost and access which would determine what services should be
made available online. And, second, the back-end processes needed to support online
service delivery are not yet able to support online transactions. The current discourse is
expected to assist the Cape Gateway to decide which services should be placed online and
which ones should be prioritized.

Although there are numerous e-government models describing the phases of e-government
development, it is our contention that these models have limited application in Africa. Models
that can be used to determine how e-government should evolve in Africa are still required.
Moreover, the pace of e-government development in Africa depends on the available menu of
relevant applications, growth rate in awareness levels, and (perhaps more importantly) access
cost. Advancing e-government at an accelerated pace to catch up with developed countries
(i.e. running with the Joneses) without paying attention to the unique needs of the majority of
(poor) citizens, and without considering whether the poor will be able to make use of these
services, will amount to a futile exercise that could waste precious resources.

Many recent e-governmentmodels have emerged through observation of existing e-government
initiatives, strategies, and objectives, usually in developed countries. The United Nations
Online Network in Public Administration and Finance's (UNPAN) provides an indication of
an annual e-readiness and e-participation rankings but cautions that these rankings “do not
signify a race to e-government proliferation.” The survey does not suggest that higher
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rankings are necessarily indicators of a better outcome, or even a desirable outcome (UNPAN,
2004) Rather, UNPAN reiterates that “each country has to decide upon the level and extent of
e-government initiatives in keeping with its indigenous development framework” (UNPAN,
2004). However, the use of a ranking method indicates a critical comparison between states
and gives impetus to a global e-government race.

3.2. Selecting the right pathway that matches the African context?

E-government is a relatively new concept and each country or government is confronted
with unique e-government challenges. Service provision has to respond to societal needs and
norms. The e-government trajectory is a function of financial resources and human capital as
well as user satisfaction. In the case of developed countries, most of which are generally well
endowed with resources, the progression to full-scale e-government integration and the
appropriateness of such a progression are anticipated and unquestioned. But the same cannot
be said for African countries, which face major and competing demands for scarce resources.
In these circumstances, the development of e-government could easily be affected by factors
such as lack of basic needs, extreme poverty, HIV/AIDS, and growing frustrations around
transparency and accountability in the public sector.

African countries face immense challenges to overcome the digital divide (and other social
ills). An insignificant proportion of Africans own computers. For instance, in East Africa, only
about 1 million people (out of a total population of 91 million) have access to the internet
(Kaaya, 2004). Yet a recent study on e-government services in East Africa assumes that the
stage model is automatically applicable to East African countries. Although this study analyzes
website content and not developmental stages per se, it indirectly assumes that the level of
website visibility is an indicator of the stage of e-government development (Kaaya, 2004).
Similarly, South Africa, the continent's economic giant, has 48.5% of her population (i.e. about
22 million people) falling below the national poverty line (United Nations Development
Program, 2003b). Advancing e-government without first attempting to close the digital divide
or poverty gap is synonymous with the proverbial putting the cart before the horse. Also,
internal resistance from government officials opposed to organizational change brought about
by e-government is unavoidable. A study on e-government framework for India highlights
the need to measure tangible and intangible benefits as a way to assess e-government
development. It also acknowledges the difficulty of applying the return-on-investment method,
as e-government is still in its infancy (Gupta and Jana, 2003). Moreover, new questions are being
asked about how e-government models will address ethical issues arising from technology
development, as failure might lead to mistrust from society (Mullen & Horner, 2004).

3.2.1. E-government in South Africa — the question of leapfrogging
As already discussed, the e-government evolutionary model is used to delineate how e-service

delivery initiatives should progress. In this sense, it becomes a prescriptive tool for e-service
delivery and is useful in addressing the question of leapfrogging in e-service delivery. The issue
of leapfrogging in national development through the use of ICT is an essential one for developing
countries (Owei et al., 2006). It is obvious that the goal of transforming governance and
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government function through ICT directly impacts the development of countries. With respect to
e-service delivery, developing countries are confronted by two opposing questions suggested by
and derived from the staged model:

1. In their bid to accelerate national development and catch up with developed countries, are
they to leapfrog over some of the earlier stages?

2. Or, are they to visit each stage as they progress towards the ultimate stage, but accelerate the
transition?

It is our view that the option of leapfrogging, as it is understood in the sense of skipping over
and not visiting one or more maturity stages, does not make sense in this case, and is therefore
not possible. Our reason for this claim is that the stages provide services, and to be able to
access and use the services at a particular stage requires that the services of all earlier stages are
supported (i.e., users have the skills, tools and cognitive abilities to access and use the services
on earlier stages). This essentially means that each stage subsumes all earlier stages in
functionality and services.

With its huge poverty rate, a significantly large number of South Africans lack the means,
skills, and ability to access and make beneficial use of the services provided in the different
stages of the maturity model (except for the most rudimentary services supported by the very
early stages). Migrating the masses to the more highly-evolved stages of the model calls for
policy-driven intervention schemes to be implemented by the government. Without such
intervention, the evolutionary model is likely to remain unsuitable for the South African
context, and a forced adoption of the model will likely to lead to a failed ICT initiative.

The Cape Gateway project has grappled with these issues in trying to ensure that it provides a
meaningful, relevant service to all the citizens of theWestern Cape. Although a relatively wealthy
province in SouthAfrica, theWesternCape still does not enjoy high levels of internet access. It has
thus been essential for the e-government strategy to ensure that citizens who can only access
government information and services offline also benefit from e-government programs. The Cape
Gateway portal has intentionally focused its energies on information services, and the next version
of the portal will not introduce extensive transaction capability, but will enhance existing
information services and attempt to increase the project's sustainability. Additional efforts are
beingmade to explore alternativemeans of increasing the distribution of government information,
and a short message system (SMS) service may be implemented at some time in the future.

African countries cannot afford not to prioritize spending on e-government development as
“the delay in implementation will only cause added cost” (Basu, 2004). But evenwhere countries
understand the potential for ICT to improve government service delivery, there are significant
barriers which need to be overcome including developing the country's IT infrastructure and
building the skills base needed to create and use e-government services (Basu, 2004). In South
Africa, ICT penetration remains skewed along geographic and racial lines, with urban areas and
white-headed households enjoying relatively higher access than rural and black-headed
households (Gillwald et al.; Vosloo, 2005). Moreover, South African telecommunication costs
(i.e. local peak call rates) exceed by 199% that of comparable countries, making the adoption of
e-government services difficult for the majority poor citizens (Vosloo, 2005).
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4. Summary of key lessons for e-government development in Africa

4.1. Focus on development objectives not pace of technology deployment

E-government implementation in Africa should focus on overall government objectives
rather than emphasizing the pace of technology deployment. Although existing evolutionary
e-government models assume linear progression and standard benefits (i.e. effectiveness,
efficiency, transparency, accountability, etc.), this assumption is not necessarily well-founded.
Much depends on the context in which the program is implemented. Expenditure on advanced
e-government capabilities in an environment where only a small percentage of citizens are
able to access those services is unlikely to serve the objectives of equitable service-delivery
and citizen-centric, accountable government. Furthermore, according to the United Nations,
e-government should not be perceived as a substitute for “failed states,” neither is it a panacea
for nations with “generally corrupt and defective political, social, economic systems and
structures (United Nations, World Public Sector Report, 2003).” Instead, e-government must
be considered “…as a means to an end, the end being development for all, with a focus on
human development…” (United Nations Development Program, 2003a).

4.2. The linear simple-to-seamless progression is not universally applicable

E-government development in an African context should be perceived as part of the
socio-economic development process, not a linear simple-to-seamless progression. As
such, e-government needs to be shaped by national and regional socio-economic devel-
opment goals, and shouldwork to underpin and support them. To be relevant inAfrican countries,
e-government cannot simply be about e-service delivery and seamlessness; it needs to be seen as
an inherently developmental process, or as a tool for economic development. Pure e-government,
in the traditional sense of looking at e-service delivery and government efficiency and
accountability, is neither sufficient nor relevant for African (and other) developing countries.

4.3. The pace for e-government must be underpinned by e-literacy skills development

For e-government to generate the right momentum or pace, it needs to incorporate issues
such as computer skills development and local content development. If these issues are not
addressed simultaneously, e-government is far more likely to lack the necessary depth to make
it relevant to potential users. In order for e-government to take root in Africa, a critical mass of
human capability and a sound ‘eco-system’ of local content should be developed. Such skills,
training, and content must be balanced across sectors (and cultures) in order to contribute to
broader national socio-economic development.

4.4. Getting the telecom pricing and backbone infrastructure right

One of the key issues is striking a right balance between the pace of e-government development
and the issue of access. Existing e-governmentmodels do not incorporate a provision for access as
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part of e-government programs. Rather, access to the required technology is taken as a given and is
predominantly regarded as the individual's responsibility. However, some authors emphasize the
need for e-government services to be provided through multiple channels (Macueve, 2006) at the
right price (i.e. through reform of telecommunications) to ensure that a broad base of citizens can
access these services. The need to provide training and to develop infrastructure, in addition to
providing e-government programs, increases the costs of e-government significantly, and places
an even greater burden on most poor African countries.

4.5. Additional lessons for consideration

It is essential (particularly in dual economies like those found in Africa) that e-government
should not be seen as government's exclusive domain, but should involve partnerships with
business, and encourage ordinary citizens to participate. It is important that e-government
programs transcend the political terms of office of ruling African presidents. E-government
programs tied to the terms of governments in power are likely to be implemented erratically,
given that they might not find favor with successive administrations and/or might exclude
minority groups. Also, with very low internet penetration and inevitable slow diffusion, public
e-government awareness generation should be accorded priority. The abovementioned lessons
are necessary, but are not sufficient conditions for equitable, context-specific or context-
relevant, and development-oriented e-government initiatives for Africa.

Finally, the PGWC (through the Centre for e-Innovation) has consciously developed a suite
of complementary projects aimed at addressing various aspects needed to build an inclusive
information society. The Cape Gateway e-government information service has developed
relevant content in local languages for local consumption and is underpinned by an aggressive
marketing strategy of its brand. The Cape Access project is providing rural communities with
free computer and internet access through public telecenters and focusing on using existing
infrastructures and developing human capacity to champion, operate, and maintain these
facilities. The Cape Skills e-literacy program will provide basic computer and information
literacy. These projects are inter-related and complementary.

5. Conclusion

African countries need to be cautious when determining their e-government strategies and
programs. Our examination of the literature and experiences of e-government development at
the Cape Gateway project suggests three key considerations for policy makers:

(1) Focus on development objectives.
(2) Assess what is realistically achievable.
(3) Explore alternative, innovative approaches.

It would be risky if African countries blindly adopt e-government strategies from in-
dustrialized countries without assessing their unique circumstances, development goals, and
priorities.
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The paper argued that the unique challenges and opportunities facing each African country
should be understood first and used as a basis to determine the best way to align e-government
with national development goals. In South Africa, this means that the Cape Gateway project
should resist pressures to upscale quickly. Instead, it should tailor its product to meet the needs
of its diverse citizens in the Western Cape Province by closely aligning its brand with the
development objectives. To accomplish this successfully, Cape Gateway should evaluate its
strategic thrust, incorporate citizen demands, and avoid cutting and pasting inappropriate
traditional e-government programs from industrialized countries.

There is so much hype about e-government implementation in Africa and what it can do to
transform public service delivery and promote citizen participation.What has beenmissing is the
asking of difficult questions about how e-government should move forward in Africa generally.
Painting a rosy picture about e-government benefits, or suggestions to deploy highly sophis-
ticated information technology infrastructure, may not necessarily win the race for e-government
implementation in Africa. It is unfortunate that there are no current studies on e-government
development models in Africa, and most e-government studies simply narrate practical ex-
periences not based on systematic policy frameworks or strategies.

6. Discussion

Based on our review of the e-government literature, what has come to the fore is the need to
question existing e-government initiatives and develop ‘home-grown’ e-government solutions in
South Africa. Successful e-government implementation models adopted in either Europe or the
North America may not necessarily provide the same level of success in South Africa. The key
questions to be understood are:How unique is South Africa? andWhat e-government framework
effectively captures its socio-economic circumstances? This is what led us to ask the important
question in this paper:What is the right pace and pathway for e-government development in South
Africa? While South Africa is better endowed with financial resources relative to other African
countries, and is capable of implementing broad-based, diversified e-government programs, a
number of challenges still remain. These range fromunemployment, crime, andHIV/AIDS; to the
lack of basic services including housing, water, and sanitation for the majority of black citizens.

It is, therefore, paramount that e-government programs are tied to larger development
objectives. These programs should be seen as tools to meet some of the targets set by the
development objectives rather than ends in and of themselves. The technology per se can
neither improve government nor the quality of life of citizens. Only as part of a set of holistic
development priorities can technology and e-government programs become effective. African
governments should not be seen to be delving rapidly and blindly into e-government without
assessing consequences.

E-government initiatives should be context-specific, taking into account the unique
obstacles they face, the high costs of failure, and the users' access to different information
technologies. Africa needs to resist the pressure to ‘keep up with the Joneses.’ Rather than
blindly calibrating e-government through a benchmarking process involving stages of
development, e-government achievements must be assessed in terms of their context-
specificity, their own merits, and their impact on overall government service delivery.



773B. Mukabeta Maumbe et al. / Government Information Quarterly 25 (2008) 757–777
A development-oriented approach to e-government opens up opportunities to overcome
obstacles to traditional e-government approaches and is sensitive to people's socio-economic
circumstances. For instance, mobile technologies offer tremendous opportunities to improve
government services and are already being used innovatively and effectively in many African
countries (including South Africa). Lessons from the Cape Gateway experience highlight the
need to constantly refine the project's fundamental objectives to ensure that future improvements
or adjustments are geared towards advancing development priorities. E-government projects in
Africa should be guided by clear developmental strategies and must holistically address critical
issue of universal access (i.e., including skills training, affordability, etc.) in order to expand
benefits derived from these programs.

As e-government programs sprout across Africa, knowledge sharing should be encouraged.
Many African countries will experience similar challenges when trying to develop and
implement e-government programs. Enormous potential exists to discuss and debate the
difficult strategic and practical questions that are being raised. The use of the Cape Gateway
example in this paper is deliberately intended to share some of the challenges that the project
has faced and the lessons that have been learned. In addition, sharing information and
experiences provide opportunities to benchmark the best e-government practices in Africa and
thereby assist in coining a new strategic direction (Gupta and Jana, 2003).

Without doubt, the PGWC's e-government program is far ahead of other provinces in South
Africa. It is a matter of concern how far ahead it should develop when the rest of the country is
lagging behind, with some provinces (e.g. Eastern Cape Province) still struggling to set up their
first e-government initiatives. In that respect, the distributional effects of a province-specific e-
government program are bound to be skewed, will benefit a small fraction of the population,
and there is a risk that it might perpetuate inequality in service delivery at the national level. The
challenge to provide consistent and comparable e-government services across the country is a
test that requires immediate solutions. A number of recommendations emanate from our study.

7. Recommendations

7.1. Need to develop and implement home-grown and context-specific e-government programs

It is important for South Africa to clearly articulate the extent to which its e-government is
tied to provincial and national development objectives. South Africa has developed Provincial
Development and Growth Plans (PDGP) which must form the basis for e-government
development. The PDGP articulates the priorities and it sets the objectives to be achieved.
Weaving e-government programs into PGDP will provide context-specific and home-grown
solutions that will help government deliver on its national mandate.

7.2. Need to balance resource provision for e-government with other pressing national and
provincial priorities

In terms of priority setting, balancing the provision of e-government with that of basic
services has been a major issue of contention for South Africa's policy makers. Just like most
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Sub-Saharan countries, South Africa faces major problems including high unemployment,
crime, a widespread HIV and AIDs epidemic, and the majority black population with little or
no access to housing, water, and sanitation. The need to strike a balance between meeting the
basic needs of society and the provision of a sustainable level of e-government cannot be
underestimated.

7.3. The need to develop long-range planning for e-government programs

As South Africa strives to integrate its e-government programs with national and pro-
vincial development priorities, it is imperative that these programs project the medium to
long-term priorities. South Africa will host the World Cup in 2010 (where more than half a
million people are expected in the country), and visitors will demand e-government services.
This makes consideration for increased capacity in e-government service provision critical
(e.g. increase penetration of information kiosks). It is vital to develop forward-looking
approaches which minimize the risks from the neglect of long-term innovation planning
(Aichholzer, 2004).

7.4. The need to launch early computer literacy programs throughout the country

In South Africa, computer literacy and penetration levels are still low countrywide. The low
level of computer literacy and public service-delivery demonstrations, coupled by an already high
public service staff turnover (induced by high salaries in the private sector or municipalities) has
the potential to abort sound e-government programs. The PGWC e-government program has
slowed down considerably, partly due to weak human resource capacity.

7.5. The need to move away from an over-reliance on e-champions

South Africa should move away from the idea of building her e-government programs
around a few champions. Instead, it must develop a broad-based e-government agenda that is
more inclusive and backed by a national e-government curriculum development. In addition,
the e-government agenda need to be designed to survive unexpected personnel changes
induced by high staff turnover rates in South Africa's public sector. Currently, the country has
a few e-champions driving e-government. The rest of the population remains largely unaware
of either the new direction taken by government or the progress achieved thus far. In 2006, the
Cape Gateway project lost its e-government champion (including the marketing and content
development specialists) to the national government. That led to a major restructuring and loss
of momentum in its entire e-government program.

7.6. The need to consistently build multi-cultural and multi-lingual e-content

With 11 official languages, it is imperative that the content to support e-government
development in South Africa is consistently developed for the specific needs of the nation's
different cultures and languages. Focusing narrowly on a few dominant languages in a given
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province, as is the case in the Western Cape Province (i.e. English, isiXhosa and Afrikaans),
without taking into account the medium- to long-term projected migration demographics
within the country, could result in some minority languages being unfairly excluded. When
basic content is made available for all the different language and cultural groups, e-
government services provision is more likely to enjoy widespread acceptance.

7.7. The need to share e-government information and experiences with other Sub-Saharan
African governments

A number of African countries have embarked on the e-government journey and it is
important that South African policy makers share their e-government information and
development experiences with their African counterparts and use that to benchmark good
practices. The annual Information Society and Technology (IST) African conference and the
regional e-government workshop series funded by the European Union provide an important
platform where African government policy makers, researchers, academics, and experts from
the private sector can share experiences on e-government development from their respective
countries. Debates from such a forum should help to inform and reorient the type, breadth,
depth, pace, and general direction of African e-government program implementation. Such
information sharing is crucial to harmonizing the various e-government initiatives across the
continent. This is particularly important to ensure that e-government initiatives in the various
countries are uniform and aligned with the aims and objectives of the current endeavor of
continental integration.

8. Concluding remarks and future research

The paper argued that the pace and pathway of e-government implementation in South
Africa should not be guided by experiences in industrialized countries, but should rather be
inspired by lessons learned from other African or developing countries facing similar
circumstances as South Africa. There is a need to question the focus of existing programs
and understand the context. Experiences from around the world demonstrate that the
implementation of e-government programs is replete with manifold challenges. In South
Africa, progressing e-government further ahead in one province (i.e., Western Cape) out of
nine is a recipe for disaster, as that might result in other provinces or departments lagging
far behind, thereby leading to counterproductive antagonistic behavior among policy
makers. Instead, e-government should enhance inter-agency coordination at all the three
levels of government (i.e. national, provincial, and municipal), and the risk of leaving other
departments out of the e-government process should be avoided. Similarly, e-government
must be broad-based, inclusive, and people-driven. The over-reliance on a few selected e-
champions is not advisable in a multi-cultural and multi-lingual society such as South
Africa.

Finally, in order to increase the opportunities for success, e-government implementation in
South Africa must be tied to development priorities and must be supported by vigorous
research. E-government policy development must be informed by empirical research and
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experiences from other African countries. There are very few scholars currently dedicated to
conducting e-government research in South Africa. Some suggested studies include:

1. The use of mobile technologies to support e-government.
2. Assessment of the opportunities for e-value creation in e-government service delivery.
3. Examination of the role of e-government service delivery in poverty alleviation and

community empowerment.

In addition, unless the end users are fully aware of the e-government transformations taking
place, its use will remain sub-optimal. Future research is required to raise awareness among
citizens and assist in marketing e-government programs nationwide.
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