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Abstract: Israel is a member of the group of 25 top countries in the United Nations Global E-Government 
Readiness Report 2005. In 2005 about thirty percent of the total export of Israel was Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) products. The national government website was launched in the late 90's 
and was accompanied with a strategic computerization program for all government institutions. Since then it 
has been upgraded and online services have been added with considerable public relations efforts. In 2005 
access portal services grew to a maximum of 700,000 unique users per month, and over 3.5 million unique 
users in to all government websites
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.  

Yet most government services are provided by local governments, and therefore it should be asked whether 
there is a strong relationship between the expansion of national governmental ICT services and those in local 
governments.  
The present paper describes and analyzes e-government components that were incorporated in seven major 
municipalities. It also reports the summaries of personal in-depth interviews that were conducted with 
decision-makers and web services operators. The most striking finding is the absence of a strategic long-term 
plan to implement e-government. Moreover, only few changes occurred in the organizational behaviour of the 
municipalities.  
Most local government websites provide useful information, but only minimal online services, mostly bi-
monthly payment of bills and registration to public schools. The readiness for the next level of e-government 
that is, e-democracy and e-participation, is very low. The main reasons for this state of affairs are related to 
Israel’s governance crisis.  
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1. Introduction 

In democracies, local authorities constitute a major component of state institutions. They are 
supposed to implement national government policies and to respond adequately to the needs of 
their local residents. However, this becomes complicated as a consequence of the inherent 
structural tension between national agendas and local ones. In the authority relationship between 
the national government and local authorities, the latter are the weaker, and therefore the 
preferences of local residents may be adversely affected. Moreover, in Israel an asymmetric 
relationship exists between the central government and local authorities on three levels (Nachmias 
and Navot, 2004): 

� Lack of official authorization to promote local matters using the most effective ways. 

� Over-centralization resulting in decisions that does not always in the interest of local 
governments. 

� Structured confusion of responsibility that leads to accountability deficits.  

Local governments are supposed to give priority to the needs of their local residents but because of 
the asymmetric relations, they have become rigid and have been unable to respond adequately to 
different needs. Therefore, when attempting to advance policies for the benefit of their residents, 
local officials find it almost impossible to do so. There are five major reasons that perpetuate the 
governance crisis of local authorities (Nachmias, 1997): 

� Rising local needs concurrent with decreasing resources. 

� Escalating costs of municipal services and limited ability of local governments to control 
them. 
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� The need to respond to the demands of strong interest groups in order to be re-elected. 

� The necessity of negotiation with the central government on every issue. 

� Inefficiency in the central government. 

These shortcomings call for comprehensive management reforms in local governments, including 
restructuring their relations with the national government. 
 

Over the years there were a few attempts to implement reforms in order to improve the 
accountability and effectiveness of local governments. However, the reforms, which were initiated 
by the national government, failed. The most recent reform in 2003, included a unification of local 
governments in order to reduce expenses and balance local public budgets. The original intent was 
to halve the number of local authorities and thus reduce the number of local employees. This would 
have cut expanses by 2 billion shekel (approximately 48 hundred million dollars) per year over 5 
years.  Eventually only 29 local authorities were merged into 14. Party politics was the major barrier 
to further implementation of this reform (Rubinstain, 2003).  
 
Since 2003 another major reform has been contemplated by the Knesset. This reform would 
amend the legislation concerning local authorities. The major goals of the various bills are 
decentralization of local governance and increased oversight by the central government. Such 
reforms are capable of improving both transparency and accountability of all government 
institutions. The failure of the Knesset to include representatives of local governments in the 
drafting processes, however, has resulted in a deadlock. Elected local officials maintain that the 
proposed changes will create obstacles in their work and will not enhance transparency and 
accountability. It seems that even if the bill were approved, the relations between the local 
governments and the national government would not undergo a major transformation. 
 

The major argument of this paper is that the institutionalisation of e-government can assist in 
the implementation of the much needed reforms. In fact, e-government in itself constitutes a major 
reform. 
 
In this exploratory paper an attempt is made to map the major attributes of e-government in local 
governments in Israel. Conceptually, the research derives from the general literature on e-
government at national and local levels. Although considerable resources have been spent by 
Israel's national government to modernize its e-government infrastructure, little has been done to 
assess its implementation in local governments. Yet, as we have argued, most government 
encounters of citizens are with the local rather than the national government. Moreover, a 
significant component of e-government is the ability of individuals to interact with public officials and 
express their concerns and preferences. Consequently, the qualitative assessment of e-
government must include e-participation. 
 

2. E-government: Effectiveness and Accountability 

According to Edwin Lau, Project manager for e-government in OECD: 
 

"Reaping rewards from e-government, however, requires more than simply putting 
information and services online. Governments need to focus first on the services that 
citizens and businesses want the most and then promote their take-up by raising 
awareness via marketing campaigns and making the services easy to use. By the 
same token, greater transparency does not mean drowning users in mountains of data, 
but rather giving them the tools to quickly and simply find the information they are 
looking for." (eGov Monitor, April 2006) 

 
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) is a set of tools for improving efficiency and 

effectiveness. Most people associate ICT with improving processes by making them automatic, 
therefore reducing costs and human error. This, however, is just one side of the equation. When 
assessing effectiveness of government offices – especially of local authorities – additional 
measures, such as accountability, transparency and openness should be considered. These three 



 
 

measures constitute the core of democracy and especially of e-democracy. (Information Society 
Commission, 2003) 
 
ICT supports three interrelated activities in the democratic process: obtaining information, engaging 
in deliberation and participating in political action. (Tsagarousianou & Jankowski as in Oates, 
2003). Obtaining information alone does not guarantee more transparency or openness. 
Information should be accessible, timely and comprehensive, especially if the aim is to increase 
active citizen involvement. ICT can be a most useful tool to build trust between the government, 
government officials and residents, a main factor in good government (OECD, 2005). 
 
Case studies have shown that the implementation of e-government has led to other benefits as 
well: defeating corruption in Seoul (Cho & Choi, 2004) and South Asia (Mahamood, 2004),    
encouraging participation in policy formation in Finland (Holkeri, 2001) and to changing perceptions 
of governance in Costa Rica (Sánchez, 2001).  According to a UN report in 2005: 

 
"Promoting participation of the citizen is the cornerstone of socially inclusive 
governance. The goal of e-participation initiatives should be to improve the citizen's 
access to information and public services; and promote participation in public decision-
making which impact the well being of society, in general, and the individual, in 
particular. 
E-participation is the sum total of both the government programs to encourage 
participation from the citizen and the willingness of the citizen to do so. It encompasses 
both the demand the supply side". (United Nations (UN), 2005. p.19) 
 

Local authorities can find in e-government a unique challenge. On one hand, it gives public 
officials the opportunity to pay attention to residents’ needs and opinions and to respond to them by 
changing local agendas. On the other hand, e-government can make it more difficult to govern, can 
slow the policy process and can increase operational costs (Van der Waldt, n.d.). From the 
residents’ point of view, it is an opportunity to get a better interface with office holders, and to follow 
their requests. Moreover, it enables individuals to take part in democratic processes, not only in 
elections. Individual residents can try to influence the daily agenda via online interaction with their 
representatives.  

3. Methodology 

The Israeli national website was first launched in the late 90's and was accompanied by a 
strategic computerization program for all government institutions, including local government, 
based on a strategic report of the teleprocessing and information sub-committee in the Knesset. 
 
Since then the national website has been upgraded and online services have been added with 
considerable public relations efforts. In the meantime, local governments have launched their own 
websites without an identical interface and with no guidance. 
  
Looking at the national portal data for 2005, access to the portal services increased to over 3.5 
million unique users in all government websites. This obviously means that Israeli residents are 
using the internet for governmental interaction. Therefore it should be asked, first of all, do all local 
governments have a website in the early 21 century? And second, what services are given in these 
sites and are they promoting e-democracy?  Moreover, what are the perceptions of local 
government decision-makers about transparency, openness and accountability?  
 

To answer these questions, the research examines the assimilation of e-government in the 
Israel local authorities in two stages: (1) website segmentation and technical analysis and (2) in-
depth interviews with both decision-makers and operational staff. 
The website segmentation was performed in all 253 local authorities by searching for their website 
in the Interior ministry website, the Israel Local Authorities Data Processing Center and through the 
google search engine.  
 
In order to adequately represent the various local websites, a purposive, stratified sample was 
selected. The strata included the size of local authority, the geographical region, the socio-



 
 

economic background of the population, and religion. The sample included seven municipalities: 
Tel-Aviv, Herzliya, Ariel, Nazareth, Nazareth Elite, Eir Hacarmel and Beitar Elite. A comprehensive 
technical analysis of the websites of those municipalities was carried out, including seven issues: 
information updating, usability and intactness, information type, on-line services, engineering 
services, unique activities and languages other than Hebrew. Two different models were used to 
decide on the implementation level of every website:  Hiller & Bélanger and Moon five stage model 
and the E-government Handbook three-level model (see below). 
 
Moreover, in the same municipalities interviews were conducted to learn about the e-government 
implementation process. The questions focused on two subjects:  (1) perceptions of the efficacy of 
e-government in their municipality and whether there were limits in openness and transparency etc, 
and (2) actual implementation of the e-government and the main obstacles to that implementation. 
The web services operators were asked operating questions such as the definition of their position 
and the amount of resources received in order to achieve their goals. 
Conclusions are based on cross-checking the findings of the technical analysis and the in-depth 
interviews. 

4. Website Segmentation 

During 2006 two mapping samples of local authorities' websites were conduced. In both 
changes were insignificant. In total, only 114 out of 253 (45%) local authorities had websites, most 
of them were municipalities. Most of those that did not have websites were local councils, 90 out of 
127 (71%). A comparison by ethnic-religious background revealed that most of the Jewish local 
authorities (63%) had websites, and that most of these are municipalities. In non-Jewish local 
authorities only ten percent had websites (Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Website Segmentation by Type of Authority and Ethnic-Religious Background (2006) 

Type Sector 
Website 

not 
accessible 

Have 
website 

no 
website 

Total 

Regional council Bedouin - - 1 1 

  Jews 2 32 16 50 

  Mixed - 1 - 1 

  Arabs - 1 1 2 

Total regional councils  2 34 18 54 

Local council Bedouin - - 4 4 

  Druze - - 1 1 

  Ultra-orthodox - - 2 2 

  Jews 5 29 30 64 

  Mixed - - 1 1 

  Arabs 1 2 51 54 

  Circassian - - 1 1 

Total local councils  6 31 90 127 

Municipalities Bedouin 1 - - 1 

  Druze - 1 - 1 

  Ultra-orthodox - 1 1 2 

  Jews - 46 10 56 

  Mixed - 1 1 2 

  Arabs - - 10 10 

Total Municipalities  1 49 22 72 

Total  9 114 130  253  

 

 



 
 

A comparison of the centre versus the peripheral areas revealed that most of the local authorities 
that did not have websites are in the peripheral areas in the northern region of Israel (24%). It 
should be pointed out that minority groups reside in the peripheral areas in small villages. (Figure 1)  
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Figure 1: Website Segmentation by Region (2006)              

5. E-Government and E-Participation Services 

As mentioned, the sample included seven municipalities: Tel-Aviv, Herzliya, Ariel, Nazareth, 
Nazareth Elite, Eir Hacarmel and Beitar Elite. An in-depth analysis of the seven municipalities' 
websites shows that most of the services solely provide easily attainable information such as, 
telephone numbers, organizational structure and operational activities. Only Tel-Aviv, Herzliya, 
Ariel and Nazareth Elite update their information daily, including local events, reports and council 
meeting proceedings. There is no homogeneity in the type or extent of information that 
municipalities provide, even though some of the processes are similar. The reasons for that include 
lack of awareness, lack of work procedures and lack of resources. 
 
Among the seven municipalities, the higher the socioeconomic level of a city, the more developed 
the website, but it is not necessarily easier to find needed information. 
 
In four cases (Tel-Aviv, Herzliya, Ariel and Nazareth Elite) the online services include bi-monthly 
payment of bills, a variety of financial penalties and registration in educational institutions. These 
services are supplied through outsourcing to private contractors. Moreover, in these municipalities, 
an option is available to send online forms to the municipal operations centre, send e-mails to a few 
office-holders, download forms and job tenders (Herzliya) and order books from the local library 
(Ariel). 
 
Most of the sites are in the Hebrew even though there are sizable minorities fluent in other 
languages such as Arabic or Russian. Linguistic difficulties may pose a barrier to the use of e-
government tools.  
 



 
 

Several ways exist to analyze the implementation level in e-government. The most common is 
the United Nations' five stage model which analyzes technical and usability implementation (UN 
Division of Public Economies and Public Administrative (DPEPA), and the American Society for 
Public administration (ASPA), 2002. p. 2, 10): 

 

 

Figure 2: The United Nations five stage model  

 
This classification does examine specific services or interactions with residents; therefore it cannot 
assist in understanding the implementation stage relating to e-democracy. 
 
Two typologies emphasize the quality of implementation. One is the Hiller and Bélanger typology 
that was used by Moon to analyze local government in the United States; the other is the E-
Government Handbook published by The Centre for Democracy & Technology (CDT) and the 
Information for Development Programs (infoDev). 
 
Hiller & Bélanger and Moon define six different relations in e-government services: G2IS -
Government to individual delivering services; G2IP - Government to individual as part of the 
political process; G2BC - Government to business as a citizen; G2BMKT - Government to business 
in the marketplace; G2E - Government to employees; and G2G - Government to government. Five 
levels of implementation in e-government services are also pointed out: Information, Two-way 
Communication, Transaction, Integration and Participation. Using ICT in every type of relation, the 
government can implement higher levels of e-government services. The first level is the technical 
level with no interaction between both sides and the last level, the most desirable in an e-
democracy community, represents full interaction in the decision-making processes. (Hiller & 
Bélanger, 2001 Moon,2002)  
According to this model, the four municipalities (Tel-Aviv, Herzliya, Ariel and Nazareth Elite) are in 
the third e-government implementation level - Transaction (online transaction services such as 
payment, registration etc.). The other two (Eir Hacarmel and Beitar Illite) are just in the first level of 
implementation (Table 2). 
There are no e-participation services such as online deliberations on agenda topics between 
residents and decision-makers, but there are a few e-communities services, such as interactive 
notice board (Ariel), important links and news board (Eir Hacarmel), forums (Herzlyia) and closed 
communities (Tel-Aviv). Two municipalities have closed their online forums; the official reason 
given was improper language. 
 

The E-government Handbook offers a three-level model to assess the implementation of e-
government: Publish, Interact and Transact. Each level can stand alone in the implementation 
process but they should all be synchronized in the end to express the full interaction between the 
government and the individual (InfoDev & CDT, 2002. p.1-4). Applying this model to the Israeli 
case, it can be seen that the 'interactive' level in all municipality is very poor, if at all, meaning there 



 
 

is real necessity for increasing participation via online deliberation with decision-makers. Most 
municipalities are in the ‘publish’ level in which they use ICT to bring information to the residents 
(Table 2). 

 

Table 2: E-Government: The Implementation Stage 

 Hiller & Bélanger and Moon models E-Government handbook Marks 

  Publish Interact Transact  

Tel Aviv-Jaffa Transaction level Very High low Partial  

Herzliya Transaction level Very High low Partial  

Ariel Transaction level Very High low Partial  

Nazareth Elite  Transaction level High low Partial  

Nazareth - - - - Tourism site 

Eir Hacarmel Emerging level Partial - -  

Beitar Illite Emerging level Partial - -  

 
The main finding in this technical analysis is that the implementation level of Israeli local 

authorities' websites is at the technical level. But whether it will stay there or will reach the higher 
level depends on the perceptions of the decision-makers. Therefore, in-depth interviews were 
conducted, both with decision-makers and web services operators. The interviews reveal three 
main gaps: 

� Between decision-maker's answers on perceptions to answers on actual implementation - 
all decision-makers agreed on the need to increase transparent and openness as a part of 
better accountability and governance. Even though, in five municipalities decision-makers 
explain the limited e-government implementation with lack of resources, resident cultural 
perceptions, populism and gossip. Only in two cases, decision-makers admitted that the 
gaps between the level of transparent and openness, as they believe in, and the actual e-
participation and online services are due to inside considerations at the highest level of 
decisions making.  

� Between decisions maker's answers to operational staff answers - although decision-
makers declare on their need for more transparent and openness, the operational staff feel 
they do not get the actual resources to do so. This was found in four municipalities and was 
expressed by lack of management obligation and planning which expressed both in lack of 
job definitions and hours dedicated to web management and lack of information flow from 
management levels.   

� Between decision-makers' answers and actual implementation of online services - as 
mentioned above, although decision-makers wish for more transparency and openness the 
actual information and online services do not express it. The gaps are due to technical and 
quality implementation gaps and also lack of a strategic plan. In three municipalities the 
information was not updated and the online services were very weak. Moreover, as shown 
before, in all municipalities that were sampled, only partial information mostly in Hebrew 
was provided, and assimilation was low. There were no statistics about residents' needs 
(revealed through surfing), etc'. All of this means that even though decision-makers believe 
in better governance, they don't really work to achieve it. 

6. Conclusions 

The obvious conclusion is that the implementation level of Israeli local authorities' websites is 
at the technical level. It has not yet moved to interactive participation. Using ICT as a platform for e-
participation and extending e-democracy is still in the embryonic stage.  
Although all the interviewees support the need for increasing transparency and accountability, there 
were gaps in implementing appropriate mechanisms for achieving these goals. Moreover, the 
higher the technical implementation, there more appreciation by decision-makers for the needs of 
ICT to decrease inefficiency and increase transparency and accountability, but they are not likely to 
use the platform to promote these advantages. 
In addition, decision-makers believe that financial and human resources are the main factors that 
influence implementation of e-government and e-democracy. They see the failure in human 



 
 

resources as the lack of professional employees and non-supportive organizational structures and 
not as inept management issues and the lack of long-term planning.  
Finally, there is no general blueprint, for the implementation of e-government, e-participation or e-
democracy among local authorities.  
 
Policy recommendations can be made on four levels: 

� Definition level - redefining e-government as "using ICT interfaces to manage relations 
between government organizations and residents to improve governance and 
administration; enhancing effectiveness, quality and availability while increasing 
transparency, accountability and openness of the government authorities." 

This new definition puts the emphasis on two major issues that e-government should raise: 
relations and improvement while ICT remains the technical platform. This should provide 
the opportunity to understand e-government through its benefits and not through its 
technical operation and therefore should aid the process of planning better implementation. 

� Framework level - planning and preparation while residents participate in the process; 
establishment and daily management while using quality implementation as suggested in 
the Hiller & Bélanger and Moon models and supervision of the process. 

� Operational level - appointing a professional committee that will design, with 
representatives of the local authorities and the national government, a  strategic plan to 
institutionalize  e-government in  local authorities.  

In order to make better use of resources, a general plan for implementation has to be 
created that will include not only a timetable but also evaluative criteria of effectiveness. 
Moreover, websites have to be evaluated systematically using standardized criteria in order 
to improve the delivery of e-government.  

� Educational level - education should be provided both to officials and to residents. 

Exposing decision-makers to the benefits of ICT tools, and teaching the operations staff the 
effective use of e-government tools should improve administrative effectiveness in their 
daily work. Moreover, understanding the benefits of residents' participation should 
encourage decision-makers to expose data and thus increase transparency and openness 
that will lead to more accountability and better governance.   

At the same time, there should be educational programs for residents. Those programs 
should deal with the technical and behavioral skills required to participate in e-government. 
On one hand there should be more programs that help to reduce the digital gap and offer 
all citizens the opportunity and the 'know-how' for using ICT (such programs are already 
active in Israel). Other programs should cooperate with the education system and other 
institutions to strengthen the importance of democratic participation and civil responsibility.    
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