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Introduction

Last decade’s public administrative reform initiatives have brought along various ideas about how to organise public administration as well as how to manage public organisations. While the reform movements vary in depth, scope, and success from country to county, they are still rather similar in the goals both in West and East – better administration, increased quality of services, higher capacity of the organisations. 

Comparing the situation in Estonian municipalities ten years ago and now, there is no doubt that significant improvements have been taken place. Some local authorities have developed further than others have and the level of changes varies from municipality to municipality. Even if the improvement process itself is rather slow, the organisations have sure become more open and efficient. Decision making process behind closed doors and one way of communication are giving way to interaction and involvement. 

The aim of this paper on Estonian local authorities was to investigate communication and information flow between the municipalities and their external environment. It also analyses interaction processes inside local authorities. The paper juxtaposes theoretical assumptions of change of information with the real world of Estonian local authorities. The author addresses questions such as: 

· How do current interaction practices affect the quality of governance processes in Estonian local authorities? 

· How could Estonian municipalities better comply with the principles leading to good governance? 

The paper is based on the extensive empirical research conducted by the author in year 1999 (73 interviews with public officials, 156 interviews with citizens, direct participant observations and formal document analysis) and on the in-depth interviews conducted in year 2002 (20 interviews with representatives of municipalities, central government and private and non profit sector.) 

Good public governance and good public service quality 

Both governance and quality are widely used terms meaning different things to different people. There are various competing definitions of governance. Bovaird, Löffler and Parrado (2002: 12) define governance as the set of formal and informal rules, structures and processes by which stakeholders collectively solve their problems and meet societal needs. The definition engages different stakeholders and is focused on outcomes rather than outputs. The European Commission (2001: 10) considers that five principles underpin good governance: openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness and coherence. These principles apply to all levels of government, including local one. The Organisation for Economic Development and Cooperation (OECD) is summarising the component of quality governance in the context of public service delivery: “respect for the rule of law; openness, transparency, and accountability to democratic institutions; fairness and equity in dealings with citizens, …; efficient, effective services; clear, transparent and applicable laws and regulations…”. Also this definition emphasis transparency and ethical behaviour as the previous ones.

For most definitions process of governance encompasses the traditions, institutions, and processes that determine how public authority is exercised and how citizens are given voice. According to Shand and Arnberg (1996: 17) these values differ from country to country depending on cultural and political backgrounds. That is why it is almost impossible to come up with one universal definition applicable for every context. In current paper, local governance is looked as the set of formal and informal rules, structures and processes determining the ways in which individuals and organisations exercise their will and power. 

Quality from other hand is meeting customer expectations by building and sustaining the relationships. It is doing right things right and it is uniquely defined by each individual. While quality consists of satisfying customer expectations, the assessing process should start from there.  Parasuraman et al. (1995: 146) define service quality, as perceived by customers, as the degree and direction of discrepancy between customers’ service perceptions and expectations. It is a measure of how well the service level delivered matches customers’ expectations. Rogers (1990: 241) goes further by arguing that many aspects of quality services can be assessed only by those who receive these services. And importantly, customers might use more than just the service outcome in assessing service quality - perceptions of quality are also influenced by service process. According to Flynn (1993: 149) all services consist of the core and the peripheral elements. The latter are usually unimportant from the providers’ point of view, but they are important for the customers. That all leads to the acknowledgment that service quality should be viewed as continuum.

In addition, public organisations have to consider the political context they operate in. As Walsh argues (1991: 513-14) “the question of quality in public service is not one of meeting service specifications, but of dealing with the shifting value structure of society.” Quality assessment of public services is complicated and provides and excess burden to public sector. Löffler (1996: 28) discusses that “taking customer satisfaction as the difference between the perceived quality and individual expectations shows that public organisations with scarce resources also have to do expectations management, i.e. to make clear to citizens what is feasible and what is not feasible.” That is why private sector principles and methods might not be the best ones to the public sector.

Each governance and quality definition has its strengths and weaknesses in relations to measurement, generalisation, managerial usefulness and relevance. There is no universal definition of ‘good governance’ or “good quality”, since both terms can be viewed in many different ways and ‘good’ is a relative concept that in one’s turn depends on the definition of ‘bad’.

Transition of Estonian local authorities

There are several reform initiatives Estonian local authorities have gone through. Many municipalities have adapted to new rules and regulations, they have changed their organisational outlook and relationships of subordination, have hired new people and introduced new information and communication technology, etc. Nevertheless, effort in reforms have largely concentrated on redrafting organisation’s formal structure and amalgamating functions instead of introducing modern management tools. 

The legal framework of Estonian municipalities is quite well developed, but the gap occurs in implementation. Administrative culture and reality do not support the aims stipulated in laws. The new legislation has altered the general framework, but not the civil service culture (Randma, 2001: 124).

Communication and information flow between municipalities and the public

Based on the societal changes it has become increasingly important “…to query and investigate what happens to citizens’ priorities based upon the public interest” (Johnston, 1995:13). That is why information flow between public institutions and the public has become one of the dominant political themes of the 90s. One central assumptions in this approach is, that public servants and clients closest to the actual production of services in the public sector have the greatest insight and information about the real interaction and problems. It is assumed further that if those ideas and talents were harnessed adequately, then government would perform better (Peters, 1996: 48). That is why investigating interaction with citizens is relevant for any public institution. 

Giddens goes further by arguing in The Third Way (1998: 75) that there is a growing need to revitalise representative democracy by introducing new elements like local direct democracy, electronic referendums, etc. with which the government can re-establish direct contact with the citizens, and vice versa. Also Coleman (2001: 6) claims, that traditional consultation methods are based upon one-way flows: governments ask questions and citizens give their opinions. For effective deliberative processes, two additional directional flows have to be established: citizens to citizens (so participants can exchange views with each other) and citizens to governments (citizens can ask questions). 

Nowadays there are various ways how local authorities can communicate with the public and vice versa. The development of information and communication technology (ICT) makes a significant difference in public organisations’ ability to respond to citizens’ needs (O’Shea, 1992:235). One of the central benefits of ICT is availability and accessibility of information. “The greater the interaction between the public sector organisations and their clients, the more pronounced the orientation towards the clients” (Wood, 1995: 88). With all that technology around, there are new possibilities to improve the communication process and to provide public services directly through ICT. These innovations create “new, still expanding capabilities for… governments and individuals to communicate with each other, instantaneously and independently of geographical distance” (Bellamy, Taylor, 1998: 14). Better accessibility to the public services, faster provision of services to the individuals, will be some examples of direct benefit of the ICT in the public sector. 

According to the Public Information Act (entered into force 2001) the general public in Estonia has the right to inspect official documents and to access information of public interest. The law requires the distribution of information through different channels. It also obligates the municipalities to have their own webpage on which they should have forms/applications, drafts of local regulations, information about services and a register of documents. Nevertheless, the fact that this act exists in not enough to declare that the information system is in place as many question arise regarding its enforcement by individual municipalities.

Though many interviewees said, that a process that has rather rapidly taken place in Estonian public sector is digitalisation of all documents, the analysis done on municipal level on November 3, 2002 (Tõnnisson, Lõõnik, 2002: 4) did not approve this statement. It showed that only 137 out of 247 Estonian local authorities had their own webpage. Of these, only 45 municipalities had a public documents register, only 42 had forms/applications available, only 20 had information about services and only 18 had drafts of local regulations on these web pages. If the law allows obtaining a reasonable amount of information, but in reality it is rather hard or even impossible to obtain it, the availability of information is just another empty slogan. The mere existence of law does not secure transparency. In many occasions, information put out in the different carriers interest municipalities themselves, but its relevance to the public is sometimes questionable. 

However, improving the quality of services and governance processes, could not be achieved by just moving the main activities of municipalities online. Public services and the organisational arrangement that surround them, must not only be supported by new technology, “they must also be transformed by it” (Bellamy, Taylor, 1998: 74). It is believed that in the framework of general openness, it will become harder to hide information or to make data unavailable. However, as one of the most successful ways to hide information is to marginalise it by providing data together with a large amount of less important information. Thus, while talking about openness there is a need to differentiate the illusive openness and the actual openness. Real openness depends on quality of information, the extension and accessibility of information that the municipality is willing to provide. It is the question of whether people are really able to access the relevant information or not.

Holmes (2001: 34) finds it necessary to separate moving information flows from administration to citizens and from administration to business. In this regard, many citizens complained that the administrators divide customers into certain categories. If you are a businessman, you get much better treatment than an elderly. Even if from the financial point of view the local government might gain more from businessmen than form elderly, both individuals should get the same level of treatment. Both are the parts of the community and quality governance means taking care of the whole community not just for the certain segments. 

The impact of information and communication technology

ICT is often considered as a panacea for many existing problems. Even if it can help to resolve some problems, it is not still an end in itself but rather a mean for achieving desired outcomes. A popular cliché claims that ICT will change everything it becomes involved with, making old business practices and government structures obsolete (Drechsler, 2002: 87). Through implementation of an appropriate information system good management might be one of the results, but it does not have to be per se. There has been evidence that the expected efficiency has not always been achieved by ICT (HM National Audit Office). The need to support two structures – the traditional and the new one focused on using ICT – sure requires more effort from the organisation than supporting just one of these structures. Only in case the amount of new service users becomes high enough the public organisations may end the old traditional service. Until then they need to continue to offer both services meaning also spending more resources on information change.

Ridderstråle and Nordström (2001: 47) believe that the “infostructure” of any organisation will become more important than the traditional “infrastructure”. It also means that it might have both positive and negative effects on organisations. Sure, ICT lifts the burden from officials to spend significant time on repeating similar actions or providing traditional services to entitled citizens. By using e-services, there will be more time spared to deal with broader and more complicated problems that often involve several jurisdictions areas and which cannot be solved only by applying ICT-solutions. From other hand, ICT can also create additional barriers for communication, haze situations or decrease accountability. Thus, ICT might prevent from bad governance practices, but it can also have no effect on it or even foster unwanted outcomes.

ICT can support good governance practices only as much as all stakeholders are able and willing to take advantage of that. Not always both conditions are satisfied. Even if Internet has grown from having 3 million users world-wide in 1994 to a network having 544 million users in February 2002 (NUA Internet Surveys), it does not necessarily mean that Estonian society is adapted for taking maximum advantage of that. The study done in February 2002 showed that there is still 58% of Estonian population between the ages from 15 to 74 who have not used Internet or use it very rarely. In case the digital gap could be solved in the future, ICT constitutes a good tool to provide information for different stakeholders. Until then ICT addresses more the results of current systems rather than causes.

Bellamy and Taylor (1998: 26-51) refer to 3 interrelated functions of ICT within bureaucracy: automation, informatisation and organisational transformation. The process would involve automating governmental services in the first stage, establishing new ways how information flows around organisation in the next step and finally transforming the whole organisation using the functionality of ICT.

Communication and information flow within the organisation

In addition to external communication internal communication is crucial for quality governance as well. Based on the interviews the information flow inside the municipalities is limited. Many administrators are used to work inside their boxes without changing ideas and information with other units and colleagues. Improved governance comes from more effective communication and co-operation between all those who need to work together to give the customer the service they need. Poor communication not only hinders general workload; it also prevents discussion of the barriers themselves.

While “information is intimately linked to power-knowledge relations” (Wang, 1997: 86), inter-departmental rivalry and certain organisational politics often result in the ideas and information being treated as “secrets”. That is the reason why quite a lot of misinformation is put in circulation. This can lead to the situations where departments are not aware of other departments’ deeds, even if they are dealing with the same issues.

I spent seven months trying to privatize the land. While visiting the city government for the last signature, I got to know that someone already privatized the land. No one from other departments said it to me before. 
Case described above shows how poor communication and rivalry might have drastic outcomes for governance processes. The current and updated information is not always available to everybody. At the same time, it should be the task of the administrator who got updated information to put it into circulation so that everybody can update his/her own database or knowledge.

Similar situations are results of inadequate databases. Often those who gather information generate raw data rather than useful information for decision-making process. The useful information exists usually in the heads of certain administrators and in order to get it the one has to contact the person. “By focusing on the needs of both external and internal customers, the organisation develops means and mechanisms that benefit agency personnel as well as the people they serve in the process” (Wagenheim, Reurink, 1991:263). This can happen only through better co-operation that is one of the central points of quality governance. From other hand, information collected into different databases would be vulnerable to any organised attack by hackers, virus attacks or technical failures. Municipalities should be aware of both advantages and disadvantages such information system will create.

In order to improve internal communication many local governments have established Intranet. Unfortunately, many public servants do not use it. They prefer to communicate by phone or through memorandums. Administrators’ missing backgrounds with computers represent one additional challenge in Estonian municipalities. Fortunately, the general computer knowledge and use has raised to significant level during the recent years. Holmes (2001: 59) claims that the “wide availability of online data is pushing government departments to co-operate more along value changes and provide linked packages”. Over time, this will encourage them to harmonise their internal procedures, allowing collaboration and joint ventures between departments, different governmental levels and between the public and private sector.

According to the interviews, most information shared inside municipalities focuses on “what” rather than “why”. Often civil servants get new agendas with new tasks without additional information about the reasons and strategies behind them. That is why there is a need for more diverse information that can give insights to employees’ questions while leaving them enough space for their own ideas and suggestions. 

Another common problem in Estonian municipalities is “targetology” (Flynn, 1993: 124), where the administrators try to meet the targets, but usually at the cost of quality. Most administrators admitted that due to heavy workload, their main priority is to get the work done. In many cases it was enforced by organizational culture accepting low service standards as a usual way of doing things. 

Through addressing the organisational drawbacks affecting information flow, both administrators and municipalities’ stakeholders could have more accurate and timely information allowing them to make more correct decisions. Although some argue, that “better information flow does not make an organisational culture less hierarchical and more open” (Wang, 1997:87), it would still be a strong precondition for increasing quality governance. From other hand, even though new technology improves communication processes between departments, this is the case only with an effective line of command in place. Only then the development can produce desired results. 

The change of information comes finally down to one of the most crucial questions - how much will be information taken into account? The answer to the question reflects the real level of interaction with citizens. Many respondents pointed out that there is a need for Estonian public sector’s higher willingness to accept input from the public throughout the whole process of different levels of governance.

Importance of human capital 

The path to the quality governance on local level in Estonia will be following the growth of importance of human capital. Characteristic to a small state administration is that it engages relatively few people in its activities, whereby the generation of ideas may be limited (Randma, 2001: 46). That is why small countries must compensate for their lack of manpower resources by making sure the staff they have are of high quality. The EU underlines in particular the importance to recruit, train and maintain the necessary staff required in all relevant areas and bodies (Negotiation Chapter 21, April 2002). Replacing direct supervision and command line with distinct task and goal areas, providing more flexibility, discretion and the capacity to co-ordinate the public tasks with network partners, would sure improve the governance processes. 

There is a belief that through more secure working environment, reasonably good entrance qualifications and growing respect towards the civil servants, the pubic sector might still attract the best of human capital, making it superior to any private sector organisation, in spite of the smaller salaries (Godsell, 1994: 104-115). In Estonia, the qualities and skills of the staff in public sector has not been improved as much it was expected. Though, the respect towards the civil servants is still rather low, many respondents pointed out that that in spite of all drawbacks, the quality of skills and the level of knowledge of the staff has improved in Estonian local authorities, especially in bigger cities. From other hand, in a period of increasing career opportunities and frequent career changes, Estonian municipalities are also facing situations of “brain drain”, where good people who do not find the job satisfying enough move to private sector or take opportunities to prepare themselves in different institutions for working in EU institutions. 

Based on the interviews, citizens are not very satisfied with the current services in Estonian city governments. The processes are too complicated and time consuming, the administrators do not always communicate in good manner, it is hard to get adequate and updated information, etc. Leadbeater (1999: 29) argues that “great tides of information wash over us every day. We do not need more information; we need more understanding.”. That is why the citizens do not have high expectations about services – they have not got needed understanding beforehand. 
In addition, one extra reason for complains seemed to be the lack of the concept of quality service. The administrators do not know what to achieve and the citizens do not know what to expect. This makes the evaluation of quality rather difficult. Lovell (1992: 396) claims that the improving of quality of service should namely start from the clarity of vision. Both city governments and the citizens would benefit a lot if there would exist a general concept of quality service in Estonian municipalities. One way to resolve the problem is through implementing citizen’s charters. 

However, in many cases the public does not care how many layers do governments have or what is the most suitable command line. People do not want more government or less government. What public actually needs is a better government (Holmes, 2001: 3). Thus, the discussion about governance principles should actually start from there. If the public servants behave transparently, they are willing to co-operate and allow other to participate in their affairs, they are certainly practising good governance.

Conclusions

During the recent years much have been happening in Estonian municipalities, but there seems to be no revolution in the core characteristics of the interaction between citizens and the local authorities. The essence of the communication between the bureaucracy and individuals would not be changed, as bureaucracy would still follow largely the same principles while providing services. From other hand, unlike the private sector, the public sector still needs to first follow its legal, socio-economic and organisational principles not only asking how can they carry out their business more effectively.

Only if municipalities take an active role in promoting the competencies that foster good governance, they are able to improve the quality of life and become the force for changes at local level. For that they should consider different approaches in order to reform current management practices and achieve the transition from the current stage to a stage of “good governance”. It requires a common effort from all involved party aiming for continuous improvements, consultations and partnerships.

The actual effect of ICT on delivering local services depends on whether it leads to a real change or causes just a fake perception, which eventually leads to a desired effect. A fake imagination shared by many can still produce a significant change in reality. There are also some ambivalent effects like the unknown development of more officials managing themselves and the emergence of new network structures that could lead to better governing principles.

Implementing good governance practices depends also on the capacity and on both mental and physical readiness of the organisation. How much are they first able and second willing to implement these principles? There are some preconditions that need to be in place, e.g. appropriate legal and institutional infrastructure, necessary financial resources, positive attitude of political and administrative leadership, etc. Still the most important step toward improving governance processes in Estonian local authorities is strengthening public service, as the main problem usually does not lie in the administrative structures, although outside advice tend to focus on them, but in the lack of well-qualified, motivated civil servants. They should be willing and able to co-operate end involve public that allow better management of public tasks and foster both quality services and good governance principles. 
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