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INFORMATION INFRASTRUCTURE ADVISORY COMMITTEE

Report on the Public Consultation on the 

Interoperability Framework for E-government

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to report to Members the result of the public consultation on the Interoperability Framework for E-government, and the way forward.

Background

2.
At the IIAC meeting held on 9 April 2002, Members were briefed on the result of the industry consultation on the coverage of business and technical areas proposed to be covered under the IF Technical Specifications.  In July, we finished drafting the IF and issued it for public consultation on 30 July 2002.  The consultation period ended on 30 August 2002.  An advance copy of the IF consultation document had been sent to the prevailing Members of the IIAC on 26 July 2002.  New IIAC Members were also invited to provide comments on 7 August 2002.

Comments Collected

3.
As at 4 September 2002, we have received 46 written responses.  The responses came from members of the public, the IT industry and Government bureaux and departments (B/Ds).  The responses are generally positive and support Government's initiative to put in place such a framework.
4.
From the responses, we notice that many B/Ds are pursuing joined-up E-government initiatives and electronic delivery of services to the public, including citizens and businesses.  They are keen to equip themselves with knowledge and skill to adopt the IF.   Some have indicated the need for schema design guidelines, as well as standard schemas for data items commonly used across B/Ds (referred to as core schemas in this paper).  We have also received suggestions on interoperability areas and specifications, as well as suggestions in relation to compliance and implementation details.

5.
The industry and public have also suggested improvements in the specification and management of the IF.  Their comments and suggestions are broadly on the following areas:
(a) areas of the IF that need clarification;

(b) interoperability areas and technical specifications of the IF;

(c) other aspects of the IF;

(d) facilitation of IF compliance;

(e) management of the IF;

(f) promoting the IF to the IT industry and the public; and

(g) implementation of E-government services.

6.
The comments are summarised in Annex I.  We are refining the IF taking these comments into consideration.  We shall also make our responses to these comments and suggestions public.

Next Steps in the Implementation of the Interoperability Framework

7.
To facilitate B/Ds in the adoption of the IF, we will continue to arrange relevant briefings and experience sharing workshops to empower them to adopt the IF.  XML (which stands for eXtensible Markup Language) is an enabler for joined-up services, which forms an important part of the IF.  We have already started work to facilitate the adoption of XML and are in the process of forming an XML Co-ordination Group (XMLCG) involving XML adopters from B/Ds as well as experts from major XML user organizations in the private sector.  The XMLCG will help develop a strategy for more effective use of XML for E-government services.  We propose to discuss its work plan for the coming year in the XMLCG inaugural meeting within September.   Annex II is a summary of the various measures that we plan to take to facilitate more effective adoption of XML.
The Way Forward

8.
We are finalising the IF document.  Our aim is to promulgate the first edition of it in October 2002.  
9.
The IF will be reviewed every 6 to 12 months in light of new business requirements, technology changes, and developments both locally and internationally in technical standards and specifications relating to the interoperability of IT systems.  We will collect and consider the operational experience of B/Ds and feedback from the IT industry as well as members of the public according to the pace of IF adoption.
10.
In parallel, we are going to facilitate XML adoption by (i) publishing schema design guidelines; (ii) defining core schema; and (iii) publishing the schemas through a common registry.  We expect to release the first batch of core schemas in this registry within one year.

Advice Sought

11.
Members are requested to advise on the consultation results and our proposed way forward.
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Annex I
Summary of Comments from the Industry

	Categories
	Comments / Suggestions

	Areas that need clarification
	Clarify the criteria and responsibility for identification of areas in the business specific domain 

	
	Clarify the meaning of the column 'Specification(s) relevant to Submissions under ETO'

	
	Clarify the difference between 'Hypertext Web Content' and 'Content Publishing'

	
	Clarify the difference between specifications with RFC quoted and those without

	
	Clarify if there is an overall interoperability architecture that B/Ds should follow

	Interoperability areas and technical specifications
	Consider non-network-based methods of interchanging data, eg. standards for automatic data capture, standards for CDROM (ISO 9660 and 10149), DVD-ROM, etc.

	
	Add a reference to W3C WAI Guidelines under the 'Web page design' area to facilitate access to the most up-to-date information

	
	Include vector data formats such as .dxf and .dgn 

	
	Include Graphical Animation with .gif as recommended specification

	
	Specify specific services, eg. ICMP, that are supported by UDP

	
	Include alternatives to Microsoft Crypto-API for non-PKCS #11 compliant APIs

	
	Include standards for multicast protocol and video conferencing (H.320/H.323/SIP) under Interconnection domain

	
	Consider adopting IPv6

	
	Include 3G, GSM, GPRS, and Bluetooth under Mobile Device Internet Access

	Other aspects of the IF
	XMLCG should  refer to US GAO report on "Challenges to effective adoption of XML", in particular the building of a dictionary of government wide data tags and definitions

	
	Interoperability requires a reference model comprising 
· unique and consistent identifiers 

· common data dictionary

· information model

· process model

Consider adopting EAN-UCC's eBMethodology to develop and implement this reference model

	
	Incorporate ebXML into the IF

	
	Include business or industry specific lexicon, syntax, semantics, messages and processes under the business specific domain

	
	Cater for the use of common infrastructure and common vocabulary for information exchange (such as ebXML and UBL)

	
	Name a collection of internationally recognised standards bodies (eg. IETF, W3C, OASIS) that IF chooses to leverage upon. Provide direction on backward compatibility of standards and specifications versions

	
	Define the security or authentication standards which B/Ds must reach in order to connect to others

	
	Separate the document into 2: one for inter-B/D and one for G2C/G2B, and clarify the compliance requirement for public authorities

	Facilitation of IF compliance
	Define a compliance certification process for B/D or public system to follow

	
	Encourage self-assessment for compliance of new systems that are currently in the pipeline

	Management of the IF
	Establish an IF revision plan and publish potential areas of concern for others to plan for feedback and adoption

	
	IFCG and XMLCG should conduct most of its business online, e.g. management of XML schema should be conducted over Internet, where relevant, based on the RFC model

	
	Harness industry experience in IFCG and XMLCG

	Promoting the IF to the IT industry and the public
	Provide local IT industry participants with the opportunity to develop knowledge and skills through IF compatible projects

	
	The IF can lower the cost of information flow. Consider the approach to maximising the economic value of applying the IF in the HK economy and on advocating and educating the public

	Implementation of E-government services
	Consult the industry and assess risk before eliminating CORBA, .NET and J2EE to leap-frog to a totally different paradigm of web services technology

	
	Promote the early adoption of the IF based on XML – do not wait for process re-engineering to be completed


Annex II
Measures to Facilitate More Effective Adoption of XML

1.
In the implementation of joined-up services, data alignment among the stakeholders is often a tedious negotiation process and such effort is repeated every time a joined-up initiative is pursued, even though some of the data being addressed are common.

2.
Such repetitive effort can be reduced through appropriate standardization of business vocabulary and data attributes (like data format / structure / validation rules) for data items commonly used by B/Ds.  XML schema, as a means to reflect the business vocabulary and attributes of the particular data items, can facilitate such standardization.

3.
To pursue such standardization, all B/Ds can:

· follow pre-agreed schema design guidelines to create business vocabulary and to structure or format data in a consistent manner to maximize re-usability;

· mandate the re-use of core schemas;

· put in place a mechanism for the on-going maintenance of core schemas;

· design project schema with re-use in mind and publish project defined schema that might be useful to other parties to encourage the re-use of schema;
· publish schemas to facilitate sharing and re-use; and
· observe pre-agreed policies on when to publish and re-use schemas.

4.
The XMLCG, comprising XML practitioners in the HKSARG and experienced XML adopters from the private sector, is an appropriate community to develop such policies, schema design guidelines, and core schemas.

Development of schema design guidelines

5.
The schema design guidelines will take into account relevant best practices of other organizations, and will:

· advise on how to define the XML schema required to support a business case.  This includes business process modeling, data modeling, and the definition of document or transaction schemas;

· advise on how to define core schemas that are common to multiple (possibly unrelated) business processes.  This includes the identification of common data items, the creation and maintenance of schemas, as well as common utilities for processing these core data items; and

· illustrate all the design processes proposed in the guidelines based on sample scenarios.
Definition of core schemas

6.
The definition of core schemas will be a challenging task because those data items are used by many B/Ds that may be reluctant to adopt a schema not exactly the same as what have been implemented in their existing systems.  Gaining consensus on a schema is therefore an organizational and business issue more than a technical matter.  

7.
Core schemas may be defined for commonly used data items like name, address, date.  Core schemas may also be defined for generic identification information issued by Government, e.g. HKID Number, Business Registration Number, Vehicle License Number, etc. The private sector can also make reference to these definitions.

8.
In the long run, major E-government projects should design their schemas with re-use in mind and contribute to the core schemas.  Core schemas should follow the schema design guidelines.
9.
The scope of the first batch of core schemas to be produced must be set in a pragmatic manner.  It is advisable that they will be produced within a reasonable time frame (say by end of Q3 2003) for use by the E-government project teams.  The exercise to define the first batch of core schemas will serve to demonstrate the effectiveness of the schema design guidelines.
Publishing schemas through a registry

10.
The schemas designed for re-use will be published in a registry for reference and compliance by all B/Ds as appropriate.  The structure of the registry and the schema classification scheme will be designed such that B/Ds can easily locate the schemas they want.  The registry may be implemented based on existing facilities.
11.
The XMLCG will recommend the policies on when to publish a schema to the XML registry or when re-use is applicable.
Achieving synergy by sharing

12.
The XMLCG will facilitate experience sharing of interoperable systems implementation through the adoption of the IF.  This synergy is not limited to the Government but can also include private sector participation. The details on how sharing should be facilitated will be discussed in the XMLCG.
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