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Abstract: Germany’s local governments face considerable pressures: Budget 
restrictions, increasing citizens’ expectations concerning service quality, socio-
demographic distractions, and environmental issues – to name just a few. From 
the beginning of the Internet era, governments have tried to exploit modern 
ICT. For some time now, the focus has been on a new eGovernment dimension: 
Open Government. The basic idea is to get citizens more involved in local is-
sues. In line with the Social media paradigm, Open Government targets open-
ness, closeness to people and participation. From a technological perspective, it 
is evident that this political agenda requires robust ICT, enabling fast, flexible 
and affordable solutions, tailored to specific local needs. This paper outlines the 
path from eGovernment to Open Government and presents an affordable Open 
Government platform, the OpenGovernment Suite, which fits into the general 
IT roadmap of the German Government.  
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1   Introduction 

From the citizens’ point of view, local communities are the most delivering adminis-
trative units in Germany. Responsible for schools, traffic issues, cultural activities and 
the implementation of thousands of rules and regulations, they have a direct impact on 
the quality of life. It is estimated that more than 90% of all contacts address local 
governments. But times have become increasingly difficult for governments: an ex-
plosive blend of financial constraints, socio-demographic rejections and challenges 
concerning education, infrastructure and the environment demand careful but effec-
tive decisions.  

More than in previous years, local politicians and administrators need sensitive 
“antennae” for the troubles, concerns and needs of their citizens. The label “Open 
Government” circumscribes these efforts which target a closer interaction between 
local administrations and residents. The basic idea is to endow all stakeholders with 
flexible and barrier-free access to the many facets of government. It is expected that 
an intense interaction between administrations and citizens will strengthen regional 
identity, encourage new business models (i.e. by publishing local data) and support a 
local agenda setting (making use of the knowledge of locals). Moreover, while joining 
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the global Social media paradigm, public institutions have even more reason to dis-
cuss the challenges and opportunities of an Open Government agenda.  

From the early days, ICT technology has been a pivotal driver in local institutions 
in terms of productivity, service quality, communication speed, effortlessness of ac-
cess to information etc. Early in the 1990s, when the Internet began to unfold its po-
tential, the German Government opted for a comprehensive IT agenda, i.e. for a sys-
tematic, coordinated approach to stimulate and implement innovative, Internet-based 
eGovernment solutions. Obviously, the time has come for trials with social media-like 
solutions within the realm of eGovernment.  

However, the simplicity of the Open Government concept contrasts with its politi-
cal, organizational and technological complexity. This document focuses on some 
basic technological aspects of Open Government and presents an open-source plat-
form for Open Government solutions. This platform relies on software standards ad-
vocated by the German Government and will enable local governments to bridge the 
gap between local government and its citizens with an affordable, flexible and easy-
to-customize tool.  

2   Germany’s Path from eGovernment to Open Government 

When the Internet began to unfold its potential in the 1990s, the German Government 
decided to develop a comprehensive ICT agenda for Internet-based eGovernment. 
Initially, eGovernment was a fuzzy concept aimed at a more agile administration. The 
Federal Government soon initiated the Initiative Bund-Online2005, a project for a 
comprehensive modernization of federal services. Result: 350 different services in 
more than 100 units became “Internet-ready” with a financial investment of 1.65 bil-
lion euros [1].  

Despite of the success of BundOnline 2005, Germany’s eGovernment is not a Eu-
ropean role model [2]. Consequently, in December 2010, representatives of politics, 
administration and industry opted for a fast expansion of eGovernment and Open 
Government, i.e. to ease interaction between governments and citizens, to strengthen 
local identity and to encourage new business models with local data [3]. Also in 2010, 
the IT Planning Council outlined the objectives for a national eGovernment strategy 
by addressing eight key areas and a number of targets [4]. The ambitious objective is 
to set international standards for an effective and efficient administration in a federal 
structure. Among others, one focus is on transparency and social participation. The 
Federal Government transformed this agenda for the modernization of government 
into precisely defined projects [5]. Three projects can be regarded as critical: 

� An “Act on E-Government” to set the legal framework for secure electronic admin-
istration (electronic files, payment and access) and to encourage efficiency [6];

� The “Process Data Accelerator”, aimed at methods, open standards and architec-
tures for an electronic sharing of data between public administration and the pri-
vate sector (10,000 reports/year, implying 50 billion euros in total/year) [7]; 
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� An explicit Open Government strategy leading to more transparency, participation 
and innovation [3]. 

3   Social Media and Open Government

Today, we are witnessing the penetration of life by social media applications. Face-
book, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube, Yammer, Socialcast – to name just a few – have 
changed the expectations of people in terms of a fast, less formal exchange of data 
and information, unrestricted by space and time. Companies like Nike or VW have 
reacted to this process. Marketing in the print media is reduced in favor of faster, 
more dynamic communication with potential customers on social media platforms. 
These companies are re-defining communication and carefully learning from experi-
ence where customer opinions have initiated a kind of information tsunami. 

Citizens’ expectations towards government are likely to move in the same direc-
tion. People who are used to evaluation and feedback on e-commerce platforms like 
amazon.com, booking.com and the like and are used to communicating with their 
friends on facebook expect similar options regarding access to government. Recent 
polls indicate clearly that citizens prefer a much greater openness: 71% of citizens 
expect greater satisfaction with their administration if there were additional options to 
contact local offices. Only 29% are currently satisfied with the present communica-
tion channels on the Internet [8]. For some time now, German governments have 
looked for concepts and technologies to respond to this new mindset. Local projects 
target open budget, open data and consultation management. However, the challenge 
is significant considering the persistence of public administration: it is about the ac-
celeration of communication without a loss in quality, a more flexible responsibility 
of public employees and a new kind of liability in communication.  

The social media paradigm opens up extraordinary opportunities, and it is helpful 
to reflect business experiences. It was Friedrich Krupp who strategically introduced a 
systematic approach to leverage the knowledge of employees. Now, 130 years later, 
an increasing number of companies experiment with social media – referred to as 
Social Enterprise or Enterprise 2.0 – to stimulate innovative ideas from their work-
force. While companies use the knowledge of employees, local governments want to 
leverage the know-how of their citizens. Citizens are constitutive and the first and 
final authority when it comes to initiating new projects and the evaluation of past 
decisions. With social media technology at hand, citizens can get involved as “experts 
for the daily life” and become drivers for local innovations. Three different dimen-
sions are essential:  

� Transparency concerning political decisions-making; 
� Direct participation in relevant issues by means of comments, suggestions and 

voting mechanisms; 
� A fast way to communicate and collaborate. 

What may initially sound abstract is in fact of tangible value. Only one example: In 
the city of Bonn, the local government used brochures, meetings and questionnaires to 
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identify critical topics related to budget decisions. On average, only 40 people per 
year contributed directly to a budget. In January 2010, the city of Bonn started an 
Open Budget project. Focused on budget-relevant activities in the sectors of sports 
and nature/environment protection, the population was encouraged to suggest and 
comment on investments. Using a web-based social media-like platform, more than 
12,000 citizens registered on the website suggesting almost 1,500 approaches which 
stimulated 14,000 comments [9]. 

4   Open Government Requirements  

Open Government has a number of pivotal objectives: 

� To enable access to local data (socio-demographic, shopping patterns, traffic data 
etc.) and background information about community-related issues (information 
from the local council, etc.); 

� To encourage suggestions and ideas concerning all kinds of local issues; 
� To foster identification with the city, yielding a higher level of consensus; 
� To support easy and flexible communication. 

Without adequate software, the transfer of Open Government into real-world applica-
tions remains critical. A number of requirements are paramount: 

� Interoperability with available systems, ERP and GIS software in particular; 
� Open data that encourage new business models; 
� Cross-linking of data (linked data; budget, traffic, pollution, demographic, eco-

nomic etc.) and an automated, machine-assisted enrichment enhancement? process; 
� Communication features to comment on statements, contribute ideas and vote for 

or against proposals; 
� An architecture that is flexible enough to fit into new trends and experiences.  

The overall technological concept should address communities of all sizes and follow 
the concept of “start small then grow”. In addition, the system should be easily cus-
tomizable to suit local requirements, and it must be affordable [10].  

5   Technical Enabler: SAGA and OpenSAGA 

5.1   SAGA Standard 

SAGA (Standards and Architectures for eGovernment Applications) is an ambitious 
standardization approach for Germany's public administrations, published formally by 
the German Government, in order to: 

� Define technical standards and architectures for eGovernment applications; 
� Standardize processes and data in administrations to achieve interoperability and 

compatibility [11 and 12].  
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In technical terms, SAGA concentrates on five fundamental objectives: interoperabil-
ity, reusability, openness [13], reduction of costs and risks, and scalability. 

The Federal Ministry of the Interior released SAGA version 5.0 at the end of 2001 
with a refined collection of methods, specifications and software tools. Whenever 
reasonable, ICT solutions for governments should be based on these modules. 

5.2   OpenSAGA Platform 

The basic concept of OpenSAGA is outlined under [14]. The mission of the Open-
SAGA platform – officially released in May 2010 under the GPL V2 license – is to 
deliver an open-source framework for developing SAGA-compliant, Java-based web 
applications (for instance for a food emergency warning, Fig. 1). The innovative idea 
is to generate SAGA-compliant applications for eGovernment from domain descrip-
tions aiming at an 80% automation level while programming an additional 20% for 
more complex business logic.  

Four characteristics are constitutive for OpenSAGA: 

� It describes domain interrelationships (“what?"), while the appropriate technical 
implementation ("how?") is generated (if possible) automatically; 

� It makes reasonable assumptions, especially in terms of SAGA compliance; i.e. 
software developers do not have to take care of SAGA technologies; 

� It concentrates on semantic relations, i.e. programmers can concentrate their work 
on business logic instead of a large number of technical details; 

� It follows a model-driven approach. 

Fig. 1. Food emergency warning: Generated with OpenSAGA [15]. 

In architectural terms, OpenSAGA consists of four elements: 

� The domain models describe the domain; 
� The process model describes the behavior of the application and its reaction to user 

input; 
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� The view model describes the general structure and content of a view state within a 
process; 

� The generator creates a runtime model from the models’ XML files. 

With its strong reference to SAGA, OpenSAGA is obviously the first-choice platform 
for developing Open Government applications, and an Open Government suite. 

6   The Open Government Suite 

The Open Government suite (OGS) is based on OpenSAGA and exploits this plat-
form’s innovative features [16]. Following the architectural capabilities of OpenSA-
GA, the OGS is a modular, integrating, and configurable solution (Fig. 2) character-
ized by 

� An integrated, state-of-the-art user interface; 
� A single sign-on for all modules; 
� A homogeneous concept for the administration; 
� Functionalities for elective elements and the evaluation of ideas. 

Fig. 2. The Open Government Suite (basic scheme) 

Currently, the OGS features three core modules: the data catalog (open data), budget 
participation, and collaboration (Fig. 3). Additional modules may be integrated during 
the evolution of the OGS (council information module, business process modeling, 
reporting etc.). The overall advantages of the OGS are controllability, openness to 
extensions, easy implementation and a “start small, and grow according to experienc-
es and needs” approach. 

6.1   Open Data 

Open Data is currently the most evident European Open Government topic [17and 
18]. The OGS’s Open Data module enables a well-structured compilation of freely 
available local data. Users get a straightforward overview of available data, may sub-
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mit suggestions to the administration to add specific data to the pool or add relevant 
information (like links, assessments, Meta data etc.).  

Specific characteristics of the OGS: 

� Simple uploading of data following the REST approach; 
� A variety of search filters. 

Fig. 3. The Open Government Suite: Home Page  

6.2   Budget Participation 

A municipality’s budget is a political program defined in terms of financial figures. 
An increasing number of German cities have started to experiment in this field by 
explicitly encouraging citizens to comment on carefully selected topics [19 and 20].  

Specific characteristics of the OGS (Fig. 4): 

� Freely configurable categories (i.e. traffic, kinder garden, schools); 
� Filter concept to follow monitor? selected topics; 
� Easy to contribute to discussions; 
� Configurable voting procedures; 
� Statistical functionalities; 
� Transfer of master data to the following year. 
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Fig. 4. Citizens may contribute to selected budget issues (screenshot of the OGS, in German) 

6.3   Collaboration 

The OGS comprises a collaboration tool introduced as an event stream. Users may 
enroll and contribute to a topic. Whenever something "interesting" occurs on the plat-
form (new information or data sets, new evaluations, votes completed, etc.), partici-
pants will be informed. Analogous to modern social media systems, users may feed 
messages into that event stream at any time.  

Specific characteristics of the OGS: 

� Clustering of information into “streams”; 
� Usability follows well-known standards for social media; 
� Automatic information about new entries; 
� News-based information between participants; 
� Tagging.

Summary 

Governments face a considerable challenge, and the pressure to deal with the many 
problems grows every year. With the advent of social media, an increasing number of 
German local governments consider the inclusion of their citizens in a large number 
of local affairs. Referred to as Open Government, the focus is on transparency, partic-
ipation, and collaboration.  

For some time, the German Government has propagated SAGA as an open, in-
teroperable and sustainable standard for government applications. OpenSAGA is a 
SAGA-compliant platform to develop Java-based web solutions. Almost naturally, the 
OpenGovernment Suite is based on OpenSAGA and provides a comprehensive choice 
for communities to move forward on the path to much closer cooperation between 
citizens and local governments.  

However realistic this perspective may be: This is only the first of many steps for-
ward. New ideas like cloud computing and mobile solutions supplement the picture, 
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posing a constant need for additional ICT concepts. Creative initiatives in terms of 
open data, for instance in the German capital Berlin, are beginning to take shape, and 
the German Government has initiated lead projects with respect to cloud computing 
(also in the sector of eGovernment), the outcome of which will have to be evaluated 
carefully in the years to come. 
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