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Background

The government of Singapore has always been at the forefront in becoming an e-government, allowing businesses and members of the public to easily reach, communicate with, and interact with government agencies.  In fact, the Singapore government aims to be a leader in e-government to better serve the nation in the digital economy. To this end, the Singapore government has set aside $1.5 billion for InfoComm technology initiatives in the public sector up to 2003.

 

Next Wave of Electronic Service Delivery: Integrated Service Delivery

The Singapore government realizes that the success of e-services delivery goes beyond the traditional publish and transact paradigm. Integration of services is the key success factor in delivering government services to citizens.  In other words, it is important that government services are streamlined, thus simplifying the lives of citizens with customer-centric, integrated, one-stop e-services.

 

Such integration of e-services can improve operational efficiency, reduce operational costs, and give citizens a common, unified face of government, thus simplifying their transactions with multiple government agencies.

 

Public Service Infrastructure: Platform for Integrated Service Delivery

The Singapore government developed the Public Service Infrastructure (PSi) that provides a platform for government agencies and their appointed vendors to rapidly develop and deploy robust Internet applications efficiently and securely.  It also provides re-usable components and services, such as electronic payment services, electronic data exchange services, security services, etc.

 

Improved Interoperability with XML

One key challenge that PSi wants to address is access to agencies’ disparate backend databases.  PSi allows linking to disparate data sources in government agencies via the Electronic Data Exchange (EDX) Gateway. The EDX Gateway acts as a secure proxy between the e-services on PSi and the government agencies’ backend databases. See Figure 1.

 


Figure 1.  Interoperability with Heterogeneous Platforms via EDX Gateway

 

Existing agencies have invested a lot in their legacy backend systems, making integration/interoperability within the government an often difficult and expensive process. XML is the key to linking up these disparate data sources because XML, being platform independent and an open standard, is an appropriate messaging format to enable interoperability between heterogeneous platforms. 

 

Improved Portability with XML

XML being platform and language independent is an ideal format for data persistency. In this arena, PSi also uses XML extensively. For example, e-services (i.e. Internet applications) on PSi are stored in XML format. This frees PSi from being bound to a particular platform or programming language. In this world of constantly changing and evolving technologies, portability of systems across platforms and languages becomes very crucial in making sure the investments are protected.

 

Future Plans

The Singapore government is continuing to explore other innovative ways to provide better services to its citizens. The extensibility and portability of XML opens up new opportunities for services to be delivered to citizens.

 

Improved E-Services Accessibility with XML

One interesting potential use of XML is to provide support for pervasive computing clients such as Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs), mobile phones, and other mobile devices to access e-services. Presentation and data can be segregated with XML. In the same way, presentation of e-services and its data can be segregated. An e-service can be readily accessible via either a PDA or a mobile phone. This will improve the accessibility of e-services to citizens. 

 

Improved Reusability of Common Components and Services with XML

One benefit that PSi might offer to government agencies is a common service for electronic payment and security authentication.  Emerging standards like Simple Object Access Protocol (SOAP) could possibly be the interfacing protocol to these common services, making them accessible over the Internet by advertising via Universal Description, Discovery and Integration (UDDI).  Other possible areas for exploration on XML applications include enterprise search and retrieval of XML documents and enterprise portal infrastructure.
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