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Workshop Description:
There is a complex and entangled relationship between the rights of consumers, citizens, non-citizens, governments, competing corporations, etc., within which the promotion/adoption/enforcement of standards plays a part. For instance, governments have a duty towards their people to ensure that the data that they hold in trust for the people is easily accessible to them and can be reused by them. Still, governments are also the largest consumers of standards, and by adopting certain standards, force the public to make certain choices as well. Similarly, ensuring unhindered portability from one product to another comparable one, and interoperability of comparable devices and applications should be seen as part of that set of minimum rights of consumers, inclusive of governments, that corporations are obliged to respect. Part of the aim of the workshop will be to disentangle the relationships between some of these rights and map out some directions which a rights-based framework can take. To further establish the translation of these rights from principles to practice will be the goal of this workshop.

The workshop will help bring out the issues that are currently being faced and likely to be encountered in the future by governments, consumers and the public, addressing specific areas such as the needs of the disabled community and perspectives of developing countries, and the possible solutions that governments and vendors can offer through implementation of open standards. The discussion would primarily revolve around issues of governmental procurement of software, open e-governance, portability, and interoperability, which affect everything from communications protocols, documents, multimedia, and databases, to hardware.


Panellists:
The participants present a diverse range of stakeholders (government, industry, civil society, academia) from both the North and the South:

Tim Berners-Lee (World Wide Web Consortium/Web Foundation) 
Renu Budhiraja (Department of Information and Technology, India)
Sunil Abraham (Centre for Internet and Society)
Steve Mutkoski (Microsoft)
Rishab Aiyer Ghosh (UNU-MERIT)
Aslam Raffee (Sun Microsystems) 

The actors involved in the field; various initiatives that people can connect with, and contacts for further information: 
The Dynamic Coalition on Open Standards runs a public mailing list which persons interested in this area are welcome to join. 

A brief substantive summary and the main issues that were identified: 
**Importance of Open Standards in Government-held data**
* Sir Tim Berners-Lee began by contextualising the entire debate, addressing the dynamic nature of rights and the differences that may arise in the case of competing and conflicting rights. 
* The importance of open standards at the government level was then discussed. It was noted that governments have a duty towards their people to ensure that the data that they hold in trust for the people is easily accessible to them and can be reused by them. Governments, by adopting certain standards force the public to make certain choices as well.

**Social effects of open standards**
* Since technological standards exhibit path dependence, it is difficult to change over to another even if that other format is superior to the first. 
* Thus, clearly, standards benefit when there is a 'natural monopoly' and the challenge lies in creating a monopoly in a technology without the supplier of that technology exhibiting monopolistic tendencies.
* This can only be done when the technology is open and developed openly, and has multiple implementations, of which the web standards and the W3C are excellent examples.
* If the technology or the process are semi-open, then because of the few intellectual property rights attached to the technology, some would be better off than others.

**Citizens' Rights**
* Citizens should not be required to pirate or purchase particular software to interact with the state. If e-governance solutions are based on proprietary standards, not all citizens would be equal.
* Propriety standards for e-governance solutions hinder citizens' access to information (e.g. South African Election Commission and Hurrican Katrina relief site requiring the use of a particular browser)
* Governments issuing compulsory license should be explored a possibility of ensuring open standards for their citizens.
* Government Interoperability Frameworks should be taken into account, and all government-to-citizen (G2C) information should be transacted via open standards.
* Proprietary standards act like pseudo-intellectual property rights, just as DRMs, by adding a layer on top of rights such as copyright. They can thus prevent the exercise of fair use and fair dealing rights because of an inability to legally negotiate the standards in which the content is encoded in a cost-free manner.

**Governmental Concerns and Implementation**
- Intra- and Inter-Governmental Interoperability and Risks of Vendor Lock-In
* Renu Budhiraja of the Department of Information and Technology identified the need to move towards a single-window government service for citizens, enabling them to interact easily with the government's various departments. 
* While such an initiative must be centralized for it to be effective, it is crucial that its implementation be decentralized and suited to each district or localities' needs. This would ensure ease of access as well as efficiency.
* India's National Policy on Open Standards, to be finalized soon, outlines the principles based on which particular standards required for governmental functioning are to be chosen or evolved. It aims to ensure long-term accessibility to public documents, seamless interoperability between departments and reduce the risk of vendor lock-ins. 

- Problems with Reasonable and Non-Discriminatory Standards (RAND)
* Ms. Budhiraja also identified the problem in selecting between a superior technology, which is reasonable and non-discriminatory and a royalty-free standard and the government's position when, in a particular domain, a RAND standard is the only option and there is no royalty-free alternative standard. 
* Sunil Abraham gave the example of the Smart Card Operating System for Transport Application (SCOSTA) standard in India, which reduced costs considerably, bringing it down from Rs. 600 per smart card to Rs. 30 per card, although a more expensive RAND standard alternative was also available.

- Single v. Multiple Open Standards
* The question was raised: If interoperability is the ultimate aim, at the government level, should the idea of multiple open standards be given weightage?
* Multiple implementations of a standard promote competition, but multiple standards defeat the purpose of the standardization process and must be avoided. 
* But having two standards with similar functions but different domains of operation does not make them multiple standards (e.g., XSLT and CSS).

- Market Maturity
* Sometimes, when a government department adopts a particular standard, it finds itself with limited product options, with a lack of vendors using that standard.
* Governments should lead the market, since governmental decisions also give signals to the market and help direct attention to the open standards. 
* Under-mature standards maybe designated as "preferred standards", thus helping push industry in a particular direction.

- Organizational and Semantic Interoperability in eGovernance
* Steve Mutkoski of Microsoft identified the real challenges in e-governance interoperability as organizational and semantic interoperability and not so much technical interoperability.
* Since the transition from a paper-based to electronic medium did not see any institutional or organisational changes, governments continue to function with electronic data the same way that they did with paper-based data. They often lack strong privacy policies regarding the data that each of their departments holds.
* He stressed that sometimes standards are not enough to ensure interoperability. Transparency of implementations,collaboration with community, active participation in maintenance of standards, etc., would help.
* There is a need for continued public sector reform, with a focus on citizen-centric e-governance.
Conclusions and further comments: 
* Technological standards have grave social impact, and thus should not be left solely to technical committees
* Many citizens' rights are affected directly by the choice of standards at the governmental level. There are multiple instances where citizens have suffered when government agencies have resorted to using propriety standards.
* Multiple standards in a single domain are antithetical to the process of standardization, while multiple implementations aid in competition.
* Standards are not a singular solution for interoperability issues, but without open standards interoperability would not be possible. Open standards are necessary, but not sufficient.
* In the interests of their citizens, governments should lead the market, rather than let industry dictate proprietary standards.
* Governments should categorize open standards, with clear time-tables for shifting to open standards, to enable industry to meet governmental demands satisfactorily.
...End of Report... 

