ICT for Citizen Engagement in Central Asia
Introduction
The spread of information and communication technologies (ICTs) has had a transformative effect on CE initiatives. These initiatives aim to use ICT tools to create new channels of communication and interaction between governments and citizens, engage citizens in the monitoring of governmental and service providers’ performance, enable them to provide feedback on public services, or give citizens voices in governmental decision-making processes. They can be led by government, civil society, or individuals. While the mere addition of ICT tools cannot guarantee meaningful CE, these tools lower the costs of CE for both governments and citizens, and enhance the capacity of citizens to take a more active role in governance processes. The major effects of ICT on CE initiatives are: reducing the costs of CE, by enabling citizens to participate from any place and at any time; helping balance the asymmetry of power between governments and citizens, by enabling more citizens to make meaningful contributions to governmental processes; and increasing the effectiveness of governmental services, by facilitating citizen feedback and monitoring.

Only limited information exists about ICT for CE initiatives in Central Asia. Central Asian countries have long lagged behind in adopting ICT tools to strengthen their governance systems. However, some promising initiatives have been launched in some of these countries in the past two-three years. This Annex seeks to start filling the knowledge gap about ICT for CE in Central Asian countries, by providing a preliminary assessment of ICT for CE projects in Central Asia (focusing on Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan), and identifying challenges and opportunities for the development of such initiatives.
 

The structure of the Annex is as follows. Part I surveys the existing situation with regard to ICT for CE initiatives in Central Asia. It starts by discussing internet access and usage in Central Asia in general, and then dedicates a sub-chapter to each Central Asian country, focusing on Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. Part II presents some preliminary observations on the basis of the review. Part III discusses the challenges encountered by ICT for CE initiatives in Central Asia and Part IV highlights some opportunities in this field. 
I. Current Situation: Preliminary Observations 
1. ICT Access and Usage

Internet access has been considerably growing in Central Asian countries. As of 2011, almost 45 percent of the Kazakh population has used the internet (increasing from only 15 percent of internet users in 2008), compared to 26 percent in Uzbekistan, nearly 40 percent in Kyrgyzstan, slightly more than 10 percent in Tajikistan, and only 5 percent in Turkmenistan. While Kazakhstan is currently above the world average and Uzbekistan is close to it, the other countries significantly lag behind. 

Mobile phones have become highly widespread in the region. Mobile penetration is above 100 percent in some of the countries (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan), and far exceed internet access and fixed telephone subscriptions (especially in countries such as Turkmenistan and Tajikistan). The ubiquity of mobile phones has led to high rates of mobile internet access. As broadband mobile penetration is still very limited (but growing) in Central Asia and smart-phones are relatively uncommon, citizens use slow connections to access the internet on simple devices. This implies the high interest and demand for internet usage and creates promising ICT opportunities.
Figure 1. Telephone Subscriptions (as percentage of population). Source: World Bank (2013)
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Increased internet access leads to considerable grow of social networks use. In all Central Asian countries, growing internet penetration has had a very positive effect on the usage of social networks. In countries like Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan, Russian social networks such as Odnoklassniki and VKontakte have been particularly popular, as well as the hybrid email-social network service Mail.ru. The penetration levels of Facebook have also been on the rise. 

Digital divide is a severe challenge. Existing data reveals high gaps between internet access and usage in urban and rural areas (in Kyrgyzstan, for instance, 75 percent of internet users are located in Bishkek). Considerable discrepancies also exist between young people, who are the most likely internet users, and the older generation. However, gender gaps appear to be less of a challenge, at least in some of the Central Asian countries (in Kazakhstan, women represent 57 percent of internet users). Further research would be required to identify more precise data about the digital divide in Central Asian countries.
Government officials are the largest group of internet users. The World Economic Forum (WEF), through its annual Global Information Technology Report, has developed a series of measurements to build the “Network Readiness Index (NRI).” One of the NRI’s sub-indexes measures the actual usage of ICTs by three different stakeholders: individuals, business and government. In general terms, Kazakhstan is the highest among Central Asian countries on the usage subindex (42 out of 144 countries ranked), while Tajikistan and Kyrgyz Republic lag behind (ranked 103 and 123, respectively). Contrary to the situation in most developed countries, the sub-index reveals that government officials are the largest group of internet users in the three country that participated in the ranking (see Figure 2).
Figure 2. Types of internet users
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show some variation. But these are more clustered: Kazakhstan is relatively well connected (though it has
scope for improvement) while the other four countries have significantly less access to the global Internet
when measured either by capacity (bits per second per capita) or the number of global Internet traffic
carriers connecting to these countries. To use an analogy, this is akin to having fewer international airlines
fly info a country and with fewer seats per flight In both cases, the impact on global commercial
engagement and access to economic and social opportunities outside of the country can be significant.

<

100%

Comment | Share

Mobile telephony

In broad terms, CA countries’ mobile telephony markets have performed well in the past decade. Their
reach and use far exceeds that of fixed line telephony (see Figure 2 below).
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Figure 2: Telephone subscriptions (as % of population), TeleGeography 2012
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Like in other parts of the world, this performance has been due to market liberalization in the 1990s and
the introduction of competition (even if to a limited extent), an inflow of private investment, and the high

850x1100in__ <

EIIEY





2. ICT for Citizen Engagement

Large gaps exist among Central Asian countries in the area of ICT for CE. While Kazakhstan is in a position to implement some of the global good practice on ICT for CE (e.g., the municipal citizen feedback platform in Astana, the interactive blog platform, etc.), other countries lag behind. Uzbekistan offers basic information and e-services on its governmental platform, and enables citizens to submit requests or complaints to governmental authorities using simple online forms. Kyrgyzstan’s e-government offering has been limited, but recent initiatives of the Ministry of Finance introduced some promising transparency platforms, and some opportunities for public consultations on proposed bills exist. Tajikistan and Turkmenistan have declared their intentions to advance e-government systems, but their current online presence is limited (although further investigation would be required to reach firm conclusions). 

Governmental leadership and commitment are crucial for ICT for CE initiatives in the region.  In line with the political climate of Central Asian countries and the strong governmental grasp in all political and social spheres, governments are the primary actors in the ICT field. All initiatives surveyed in this Note have been launched by governmental agencies and fully rely on governmental commitment and support. As the example of the Ministry of Finance in Kyrgyzstan show, a single—but powerful—ministry is able to initiate sophisticated platforms and provide to the public previously unavailable information. 
ICT for CE initiatives are limited and primarily take the form of e-government. Central Asian countries have been investing resources in the development of e-government systems. The primary functions of such systems consist of provision of information that may be helpful to citizens, offering e-services, and creating channels for citizens to submit complaints and requests to government. Kazakhstan’s e-government platform is highly developed and it has been ranked second among developing countries in the last UN E-Government Survey. Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan have also expressed interest in e-government portals and launched several initiatives with the support of international donors. Tajikistan and Turkmenistan have been lagging behind in this area (see Figure 6). 
E-services are a major area of priority for Central Asian countries. According to the UN E-Government Survey, all CA countries have improved their service offerings, pulling up the sub-regional average by around 17 per cent. All five countries indicated interest in developing e-service systems in order to increase the efficiency of government and streamline the provision of services. As the quality of e-services in a country is a major component of the UN E-Government Survey, these countries have clear benchmarks as to their standing and progress in this area. Kazakhstan places particular emphasis on e-services. Its existing system has already been commended as comprehensive and satisfactory, and the Kazakh government is currently looking into the integration of mobile services and cloud computing.
Existing CE efforts are focused on the creation of direct channels of communication between citizens and government. The role of these channels is to offer citizens direct opportunities to provide feedback and lodge complaints without dependence on intermediaries. This framework thus emphasizes direct engagement with individual citizens, through citizen feedback and CE initiatives. The Kazakh e-participation platform, which invites citizens to pose questions to top-level public officials, is exemplary of this approach. Other countries follow this direction but employ less sophisticated ICT means—both Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan enable citizens visiting governmental websites to file requests and complaints using online forms. 
Kazakhstan employs a promising citizen feedback approach. Some of the platforms that have been recently launched in Kazakhstan take a bold approach to interaction between citizens and governmental authorities. Instead of simply enabling citizens to submit requests or complaints to public officials via online forms, citizens are invited to send their inputs directly to the platform, and it then becomes visible to all. Once submitted, the request receives a publicly visible tracking number and an estimated response time, and in due time, governmental responses also appear on the platform. This transparent approach to citizen feedback is nontrivial and should be commended and expanded. 

III. Challenges

Political environment is the major challenge for meaningful ICT for CE initiatives. The “Freedom on the Net” report of Freedom House has reported that governments in Central Asia have implemented various internet control, especially to block content from the opposition. There have also been some cases of self-censorship in the region to avoid repercussions of posting on-line content that does not favor the government’s views. In Uzbekistan, for instance, insulting the government online is a criminal offense. Internet cafes are patrolled by NSS agents, who monitor user activity, track ISP addresses, and arrest those who post information perceived as controversial by the government. Following the spring 2011 uprisings in the Middle East, the government issued new restrictions on mobile phone use. In March 2011, the Uzbek Agency for Communication and Information demanded that mobile phone operators notify the government about mass distributions of SMS messages with “suspicious content.” Operators were also ordered to disconnect the networks at the first request of the authorities. This has naturally curtailed Uzbek online political participation, as users are concerned about the safety of engaging in open discussions on politically sensitive topics (Kendzior 2012). In line with this reality, anonymous web searching has become popular in Uzbekistan: four of the top 100 websites in the country are “anonymizers” or proxy servers. Similar governmental measures of control are known to be practiced by the governments of other Central Asian countries (Turkmenistan, which restricts internet access, is the extreme example of these measures). 
Corruption is a central impediment for ICT for CE initiatives. Central Asian are considered to be among the most corrupt countries in the world. Kazakhstan is ranked 133 out of 176 on the Corruption Perception Index of Transparency International (2012). Kyrgyzstan is ranked 154 out of 176, Tajikistan is 157 out of 176, and Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan are both ranked 170 out of 176. In such a reality, meaningful CE in governmental processes and citizen monitoring of governmental performance are naturally challenging. 
Lack of digital skills hampers the introduction of ICT initiatives. One of the central challenges encountered by ICT reforms is the lack of ICT skills among public officials, citizens, and local businesses. The education system in Central Asian countries has been considered relatively weak and digital skills are scarce. For instance, in Kazakhstan, the most developed country in the region, over 65 percent of the population acknowledged in 2010 that they have “no skills” related to computer literacy. The percentage of population that possesses robust digital skills therefore seems to be meager. Further, existing data reveals high gaps between internet access and usage in urban and rural areas (in Kyrgyzstan, for instance, 75 percent of internet users are located in Bishkek). Considerable discrepancies also exist between young people, who are the most likely internet users, and the older generation. The introduction of meaningful ICT initiatives would require the investment of considerable resources and efforts into capacity building activities among all groups of the population. 
There seems to be low awareness as to the benefits of ICT tools. ICT initiatives are introduced in a top-down manner, as a result of a presidential decree. While further investigation would be required on this, it seems that the introduction of these initiatives is not accompanied by broader demand-side activities and public officials that are responsible for the implementation of the initiatives do not necessarily recognize their benefits. Awareness raising activities would be important to explain the potential of ICT tools in general, and ICT for CE in particular. 

Underdeveloped infrastructure presents a challenge for internet penetration. The lack of appropriate infrastructure in most Central Asian countries presents a considerable hurdle for internet penetration. For instance, one of the reasons cited to explain Turkmenistan’s internet isolation is its difficult geographic terrain (World Bank 2013). In a large country like Kazakhstan, for instance, fixed telephone lines are relatively limited. However, this challenge also presents an opportunity—as noted above, Central Asian countries have high rates of mobile penetration. While access to stationary private computers might be unavailable for large portions of the population, mobile phones have become ubiquitous and present an important opportunity for ICT innovations. 
Further research is required to assess the role of civil society in ICT for CE endeavors. This Note is based on a rapid desk review of existing ICT for CE initiatives. As a result, it was only able to capture governmental initiatives, which tend to be more visible and better covered in the media. Further investigation would be important to identify ICT for CE initiatives that are led by private citizens or by civil society, and to assess the potential role of civil society in such endeavors. 

IV. Opportunities

The interest of Central Asian countries in ICT tools has been very recent. While countries such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have had a governmental online portal since 2006, Central Asian governments have only recently fully acknowledged the economic, social, and political benefits of the internet. As a result, internet usage and access have seen a considerable spike in the past 3-4 years, and interactive online platforms have been introduced in the past 2-3 years. Notably, some of the most advanced and promising platforms surveyed in this Note have only been launched in the spring of 2013 (e.g., the Kyrgyz budget transparency portals, Astana’s municipal platform for citizen feedback, the Kazakh open data initiative, etc.). This interest in ICT innovations in governance creates a promising window of opportunity. 

Four general recommendations can be suggested to advance the integration of ICT for CE initiatives in CA: (i) leading capacity building activities; (ii) facilitating the provision of citizen feedback; (iii) assessing citizen satisfaction; and (iv) initiating public consultations. 
1. Leading capacity building activities
Capacity building activities to enhance digital literacy should be a first priority. Lack of digital skills has been identified as one of the major impediments for ICT initiatives in Central Asian countries. As the large majority of population, including public officials, lack digital literacy, ICT initiatives cannot possibly succeed. Hence, it is important to accompany any ICT initiative with robust capacity building activities. These activities may consist of workshops trainings for public officials and employees of various organizations, Tech Camps for developers (this would be more relevant for Kazakhstan, than the other countries), courses offered to university students, and classes offered to children in schools. Public libraries can serve as centers for digital training for individual citizens (especially for seniors). 
	Box 1. Using public libraries to enhance digital literacy in Russia

In Perm Krai, Russia, four centers for citizen information and participation have been established in municipal libraries. These centers serve as a platform for citizen-government interaction and enable citizens to voice their needs and participate in their community life. The library staff has been trained to help citizens obtain computer skills, get legal advice, and submit to the internet service delivery reports.


2. Facilitating the provision of citizen feedback

Promising opportunities exist for citizen feedback platforms. The existence of laws “On Citizen Appeals” in all post-Soviet countries creates favorable grounds for the introduction of online platforms that solicit citizen feedback. As public officials are mandated by law to respond to requests and complaints submitted by citizens, the introduction of ICT tools that facilitate the process can be relatively smooth. Citizen feedback platforms can be introduced in several manners. 

Citizens can be invited to provide feedback on governmental services. The focus of Central Asian governments on e-services implies that the improvement of public service provision is high on governmental agenda. This opportunity could be employed to introduce online citizen feedback tools. Similarly to the municipal platform in Astana, and comparable platforms in other countries, citizens can be invited to report problems and issues related to municipal service provision. Official governmental sponsorship of the platform is preeminent for its effectiveness—as citizens know that the municipality treats their reports seriously, assigns them tracking numbers, and reports on progress made, they will be more likely to contribute to the platform. As a result, the effectiveness of municipal services and the levels of citizen satisfaction with such services would increase. Given high levels of mobile phone usage, the platforms could receive reports via mobile phones. Aside from Astana, a promising example of such platform exists in Russia. 
	Box 2. The citizen feedback portals of Moscow City

Transparency and quality of service in the management of apartment buildings is identified as one of the most pressing issue in the public utilities service delivery in Russia. To alleviate this problem, the Moscow City administration established in 2011 three portals that allow residents to submit complaints about service delivery and exert oversight in three areas of service delivery: 1) management of apartment buildings (dom.mos.ru); 2) renovation of adjacent territories in residential blocks (www.gorod.mos.ru); and 3) road maintenance (www.doroga.mos.ru). The platforms employ a two-phase approach: 1) provide information to citizens about municipal services, public works, as well as citizen rights and entitlements in these areas, and 2) establish feedback mechanism to resolve issues reported related to the service delivery. 

First, these web platforms provide detailed information about specific public works for each residential building or neighborhoods, such as roof reparation, road maintenance accompanied by details about the management company in charge, deadlines, budgets, and quality standards. The city administration works closely with all public management companies to provide on the portal detailed data on each building, publish a list of companies that refused to provide information, and conduct ratings of companies’ efficiency in solving grievances.

Second, the platforms facilitate citizen feedback. An online complaint entered into the system is answered and resolved within a timeframe of 8 days, with the possibility to track the progress of its resolution. The responsibility for the quality of the answer belongs to the head of the respective department, whose details are publicly available on the portal (an email will also be sent with a link). Anyone can comment and vote on the answer received. Further, the platforms employ a “system of double control”—if a reported problem is denied by the respective agency, a site inspection will follow, and if the citizen is not satisfied with the solution, the issue will not be closed as solved. 


Citizens can be invited to provide feedback on World Bank projects. As online citizen feedback platforms might appear threatening, the World Bank could lead the way by integrating channels for citizen feedback into its own projects. For instance, a dedicated hotline could be operated by the Project Implementation Unit (PIU), inviting citizens to report to PIU potential problems or complaints associated with the implementation of its project. This could enhance the effectiveness of the monitoring efforts undertaken by the PIU and ensure the smooth implementation of the project. Such a hotline would provide the PIU with real-time information about the project and facilitate a quick resolution of problems as they arise. The contact details of the hotline could be publicized in local newspapers and on billboards. In areas with high internet coverage, the hotline could be complemented with (or replaced by) an online website where citizen grievances could be lodged.

3. Assessing citizen satisfaction

It would be important to take advantage of the high mobile penetration. ICT for CE could benefit of the high rates of mobile penetration in Central Asian countries, and introduce mobile platforms for citizen-government communication. Mobile phones can be used to solicit citizen feedback on governmental services. They could also be employed to assess citizen satisfaction with governmental services. 

Citizen satisfaction surveys could be useful for both citizens and governmental authorities. Such surveys could provide governmental authorities real-time information about public services, and monitor the performance of service providers. Citizens would be able to express their opinions about service delivery, and thus contribute to the effectiveness of public service provision. Such satisfaction surveys can be inexpensive and easy to implement over mobile platforms. 

	Box 3. Satisfaction surveys on service delivery in Pakistan

When a citizen in Punjab, Pakistan visits a governmental department to obtain public services (in the areas of health, property registration, social services, etc.), their name, mobile phone number, type of service requested, and the details of the responsible official are sent to a privately contracted call center. The call center follows up with an automatic SMS message and a phone call requesting feedback. 

Citizen responses are entered into a database and reports are made available in real-time to both the ministry providing the service and an oversight body. In addition, the project supplements this survey with direct calls to citizens by senior government officials, local assembly members, and the minister himself (their voices are typically recorded and the calls are automated). Since the launch of the project, the call center has sent SMS messages and phone calls to solicit feedback from more than 200,000 citizens, and over 30,000 citizens provided feedback on various services.



4. Initiating public consultations

ICT tools could be used to facilitate public consultations. Public consultations could serve as an effective tool for citizens to express their opinions about governmental policies, and for governments to receive fresh ideas and suggestions, and “test the water” before implementing new policies. The Uzbek government has already integrated public consultations in its portal, publishing the texts of proposed bills and inviting the public to submit comments. ICT tools could improve the effectiveness and expand such initiatives. However, as the digital divide is still considerable, online consultation platforms should be complemented by offline, face-to-face events and meetings. The following example from Brazil illustrates such an approach.

	Box 4. The Governor Asks, Brazil 
The Governador Pregunta (“Governor Asks”) initiative is a multichannel approach to crowdsource policy solutions in the state of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil using web and mobile phones. As part of the process, citizens were invited to suggest ideas in five areas of health policy (e.g., access to care, family health, etc.). The Governor’s office launched a major public outreach campaign to encourage residents to suggest and priorities ideas through an online voting process. The initiative deployed a system of wiki-survey (mobile and web) to collect feedback from citizens on policy alternatives, and 1,300 ideas were suggested. To engage vulnerable and under-represented groups, public outreach events were organized in impoverished settlements and a “voting van” equipped with internet access and trained personnel travelled across the state, and invited people to express their opinions about the policy and cast votes. Citizens were also invited to participate via Facebook and as part of face-to-face meetings. 

In just 30 days, the 120,000 votes were collected as part of the initiative and ten winning ideas were suggested in each of the five categories. The results of this initiative included a 166% increase in the allocation of primary health care; allocation of $44 million for family health program; financial support to regional hospitals; and more. In 2012, a similar approach was used to engage citizens in policy-setting with regard to transportation policies. More than 2,000 ideas were submitted and over 100,000 individuals casted 240,000 votes. 


Conclusion

This Note aimed to provide preliminary assessment of ICT for CE projects in Central Asia (focusing on Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan), and identify challenges and opportunities for the development of such initiatives. The Note discussed the ICT access and usage in each Central Asian country and surveyed existing ICT initiatives. 

In the area of ICT access and usage, the Note outlined the significant progress made by Central Asian countries—the rates of internet access have been considerably increasing, and mobile penetration is above 100 percent in some of the countries. However, digital divide between rural and urban areas, as well as between young and senior citizens remain a considerable impediment. 

In the area of ICT for CE, this Note revealed large gaps among Central Asian countries. While Kazakhstan is in a position to implement some of the global good practice on ICT for CE (e.g., the municipal citizen feedback platform in Astana, the interactive blog platform, etc.), other countries lag behind. Further, governmental leadership and commitment are crucial for ICT for CE initiatives in the region.  In line with the political climate of Central Asian countries and the strong governmental grasp in all political and social spheres, governments are the primary actors in the ICT field.

ICT for CE initiatives in Central Asia are currently limited and primarily take the form of e-government. The main functions of such systems consist of provision of information that may be helpful to citizens, offering e-services (which are currently the major area of priority for Central Asian countries), and creating channels for citizens to submit complaints and requests to government. Existing CE efforts are focused on the creation of direct channels of communication between citizens and government.

The major challenges encountered by ICT initiatives include restrictive political climate and widespread governmental corruption, as well as the lack of digital skills, low awareness as to the benefits of ICT tools, and underdeveloped infrastructure. 

In line with these findings, the Note suggested four directions to advance the integration of ICT for CE initiatives in Central Asia: (i) leading capacity building activities; (ii) facilitating the provision of citizen feedback; (iii) assessing citizen satisfaction; and (iv) initiating public consultations.

As this Note relied on a rapid desk review, further research (especially interviews with civil society experts and governmental officials) would be necessary to deepen the analysis, identify additional initiatives and trends, and create a more nuanced reflection of this field.
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Figure 6. E-Government Development Index (Source: UN E-Government Survey, 2012)








�  The findings of this Annex rely on a rapid desk review. The desk research consisted of international indexes, World Bank reports, academic publications, policy notes, and other relevant materials related to the use of ICT for CE in Central Asia, as well as interviews with two experts in the field. Further research (especially interviews with civil society experts and governmental officials) would be important to deepen the analysis, identify additional initiatives and trends, and create a more precise reflection of this field.


�  For more information about the project, see “Pakistan: Enhancing Service Delivery in Districts across Punjab,” World Bank News (2012), � HYPERLINK "http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:23302910~pagePK:34370~piPK:34424~theSitePK:4607,00.html" �http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:23302910~pagePK:34370~piPK:34424~theSitePK:4607,00.html�.
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