
Ultra-fast Internet connections are becoming a reality in 
some countries and likely in the near future for many oth-
ers. All over the world, governments, telecom operators and 
service providers are investing to create “next-generation” 
wired and wireless broadband networks, which can move 
enormous quantities of information at breathtaking speeds. 
But what does this mean for constituents, businesses and 
government?

The answer lies in collaborative government. As new 
visual communication applications are created to harness 
the power of next-generation broadband, a new model for 
government is emerging — one that will bring interpersonal 
interaction into cyberspace. As a result, a wide variety of pre-
viously impossible or impractical applications are poised to 
become commonplace.

Consider two-way video consultations with caseworkers. 
Court hearings conducted without having to move a pris-
oner from jail. Telemedicine delivered to a tiny, rural town 
by a world-renowned physician. Job interviews occurring 
at community-center kiosks. Virtual teaching that expands 
Advanced Placement course offerings in at-risk schools. The 
possibilities are endless.  

Setting the Stage 
In the past decade, governments worldwide have been 

making major investments in high-speed broadband Inter-
net, with a focus in recent years on achieving ubiquitous 
access to ultra-fast connections. A few examples:
•  The U.S. “stimulus plan” (the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009) targeted $7.2 billion for broad-
band expansion. One goal: providing 100 million Ameri-
can households with access to download speeds of 100 
Mbit/s (megabits per second) and upload of 50 Mbit/s by 
2020.

•  Canada set aside $225 million for a three-year initia-
tive, beginning in 2009-10, to address gaps in broadband 
access, particularly in rural and remote communities.

•  The European Union has adopted a “Digital Agenda for 
Europe,” a plan to bring basic broadband to all Europeans 
by 2013 and much higher speeds (50 − 100 Mbit/s) by 
2020.

•  South Korea kicked off a $25 billion plan in early 2009 
to upgrade the national network so citizens could enjoy 
1Gbit/s connections by 2012, with most of the funding 
for the upgrade to come from private telecom operators.
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•  Singapore’s government is kicking in $520 million for a 
Next Generation National Broadband Network, with 
speeds ranging from 100 Mbit/s to 1 Gbit/s. It’s expected 
that 95 percent of the country will be connected by June 
2012 to an ultra high-speed fiber network. 

•  In Australia, the government is investing up to $43 billion 
in an eight-year project to create a National Broadband 
Network that will deliver ultrafast broadband. 

Yet setting up fast systems, while necessary for global 
innovation, is not sufficient to drive sustainable improve-
ments. Nor do such speedy networks in and of themselves 
answer governments’ calls to provide their citizens with equal 
and fair access to services. What is needed are applications 
to drive life-like, real-time communication and personalized 
interaction. It is only when we take next-generation networks 
to the constituent that their true value emerges. 

Collaboration is the Key 
In traditional government models, citizen services were 

given at the convenience of government; citizens who wanted 
personal contact had to wait in line or wait on hold, and only 
during government hours of operation. Government began 
opening up via the Internet, becoming more accessible through 
online service portals that centralized information. Most 
recently, ubiquitous government — using social media, more 
interactive services and 24/7 access — has come into existence.  

However, as HD video communication becomes more 
prevalent, we will need to move beyond connected govern-
ment to collaborative government, which sees citizens as 
partners and puts them at the heart of key initiatives address-
ing the issues faced by their communities and countries.  

What new capabilities will we have?  
Various video interactions enhanced by fast connections
•  Video calling, including point-to-point in standard definition
•  Video conferencing, multi-point video calls in standard 

definition 
•  Telepresence (high-definition video conferencing with 

options for immersive, room and personal telepresence sys-
tems; these create life-like, face-to-face, real-time encounters)

•  Recording and live streaming of meetings and conferences
•  Video library for people to access movies and recordings 

on demand 
•  Digital signage for advertising and communication
•  Mobile video streaming for people on the move

With these video connections, users experience “location 
liberation” — they are freed from the boundaries of place, no 
longer having to travel to interact with others. Governments 
save money on employee travel expenses and time spent trav-
eling. Users will feel more of a “personal touch” than through 
other modes, especially when using HD telepresence options, 
where they can have a virtual, “life-like” experience, with 
high-quality sound, content sharing and video.

Such video interactions can work in many types of govern-
ment settings and situations from meetings to research, health, 
manufacturing, investigation, interviewing, education, the 

arts and customer service. From the lowest to the highest lev-
els of government, security is maintained through the use of 
encrypted communications and protection programs.

Unified service delivery 
Government today is typically organized as a series of 

silos, with each department or agency set up as its own sep-
arate entity. Users require different credentials (usernames 
and passwords) to access the services of each silo. This is 
because government departments for the most part have not 
unified their service delivery, resulting in database fragmen-
tation and communication system interoperability issues.

However, a new, unified service delivery model — in 
which “one government” is able to deliver all services — is 
emerging. In Singapore, for example, citizens can access all 
government services with a “SingPass”— a single username 
and password, as part of the country’s eCitizen gateway 
(http//www.ecitizen.gov.sg).

As more governments adopt this approach, non-online 
services (such as voice and video calls) will similarly use 
a single authentication. Personalization will allow users to 
communicate in their language of choice, including sign 
language, and in their modality of choice (letter, e-mail, 
SMS, tweets, and so forth). Younger voters and businesses 
are more likely to be engaged because government will meet 
them where they are, using the technology, such as social 
networks and video, with which they are most comfortable.  

Blended service channels 
In the past, citizens wishing to communicate with their 

government relied on in-person visits (take a number, wait 
in line) or letters or phone calls, in an often time-consuming, 
bureaucratic process. Governments then invested in e-mail 
systems, online portals and voicemail systems (some with 
automated responses). This helped make information more 
accessible, especially during off-hours.

Today, governments are making services and communica-
tion available via more convenient service points, such as mobile 
devices (smartphones and tablets), social networks (Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube), and real-time technologies supporting pres-
ence, instant messaging, voice and video calling. These service 
channels let not only the general citizenry but also businesses 
and other stakeholders collaborate with government.

Soon, citizens and businesses will be able to choose which 
service point best suits them. It is likely that video commu-
nication (conferencing and streaming) will be the channel of 
choice, since this offers the life-like experience, face-to-face 
time and personal touch that people desire when interacting 
with government representatives.  

New Thinking and New Applications:  
The Art of the Possible 

Applications for videoconferencing in a next-gen, col-
laborative environment are wide-ranging and diverse, falling 
across many governmental lines of service.
Public and Human Services 
•  Tele-services such as video-enabled kiosks offer infor-

mation and integrated services options with face to-face 



communication between citizens and civil servants in 
various languages, including sign language.  

    Video-enabled and telepresence kiosks may soon be 
appearing in community centers, post offices and govern-
ment branches. These kiosks help less computer-literate 
citizens better interact with government, providing a per-
sonal touch. They can be used for applications involving 
tele-health and tele-justice, among others.

•  Tele-counseling is a personal or group HD telepresence 
system used by social services for counseling sessions. 
Studies have shown online and remote counseling can be 
as effective as in-person therapy.

 •  Tele-medicine can include video consultations between 
medical professionals. Patients can be examined virtu-
ally, using wireless medical carts or wall-mounted systems 
with medical peripheral devices, and then results dissemi-
nated and discussed via video connection.  

    Ontario, Canada, uses a tele-medicine network to link 
more than 1,000 community sites, allowing health care 
providers to conduct more than 102,000 clinical consults 
in 2009. The Ontario Telemedicine Network links every 
hospital in the province with medical offices, outpatient 
clinics and other facilities. Patients who live far from a 
medical facility can still receive top-quality care through 
videoconferences with specialists hundreds of miles away. 
About 75 percent of users said they saved money by not 
having to travel for care.  

    In New Zealand, a videoconferencing network (Vivid 
Solutions, formerly the New Zealand TelePaediatric Ser-
vice) brings medical care to rural residents. One pro-
gram, Hospitals to Home, services terminally ill, remotely 
located children, who can stay home and receive virtual 
medical visits via video.

•  Tele-education is enabled by e-learning classroom sys-
tems integrated with collaborative whiteboards, docu-
ment cameras and learning management systems. Schools 
can use video technology to provide specialized courses 
where instructors can’t be there in person, such as with 
Advanced Placement courses. Other uses:  

    The Abbotsleigh day and boarding school for girls in 
Wahroonga, Australia, (a north Sydney suburb) supplements 

traditional classroom lectures with distance lessons from 
specialists around the world, using high-definition video 
technology. Students have been able to take a virtual field 
trip to Antarctica, interacting with researchers there. An 
Abbotsleigh Mandarin class chatted with native speakers in 
Hong Kong. About 30 such virtual trips took place in 2009.

    In Pittsburgh, Pa., more than 50 public schools are using 
telepresence to connect with students in other schools. 
Spanish students play “Spanish Jeopardy” with children in 
other schools. Math students challenge others across town 
or in other states in video-based contests, while debaters 
similarly take on remote teams. Art students hold monthly 
videoconferences with other art students in Ireland.

    Other Pittsburgh programs include MegaConfer-
ence Jr., a full-day videoconferencing event involving 
schools worldwide. One elementary school engaged 
students with a math and science program sponsored 
by NASA. At the end of the 12-week program, students 
had a videoconference with NASA Mission Control.

    At the college level, Vermont State Colleges and the Uni-
versity of Vermont offer online education programs in allied 
health, such as nursing and respiratory therapy, using a 
video network. Professional organizations use it for training 
and certification (almost 60 percent of Vermont plumbers 
earned licenses after taking courses over the network).

•  Tele-trade is a telepresence system made available as a 
service to the trade community. It can be used by small 
exporters, traders, farmers, fishermen and others for vir-
tual meetings and conferences.

    Vermont subsidizes a videoconferencing network ser-
vice, VIT (Vermont Interactive Television), for use by state 
businesses as well as schools, government agencies and non-
profits. Businesses can connect with customers and trading 
partners as far afield as New Zealand, Abu Dhabi and Russia.

•  Tele-visitation refers to personal telepresence systems or 
kiosks used for visitation between family members, law-
yers and clients, prosecutors, policemen, probationers 
and offenders.

    Michigan has turned to tele-justice offering real-time 
HD audio and video communications and content shar-
ing for arraignments, hearings (including 13,000 video 
parole hearings in 2007 alone), and other court proceed-
ings. State toxicologists and other experts can deliver 
testimony remotely, without having to leave their labs, 
saving time and money.

    Virginia uses videoconferencing for court arraign-
ments, which saves jail personnel from having to trans-
port prisoners to court. One city in Virginia reports 
saving $1.2 million in a year due to videoconferencing.  

Applications for Public and Private Organizations
•  Department collaboration – Telepresence provides vir-

tual meetings and conferences across teams and regard-
less of location.

    UBIFRANCE helps French companies connect interna-
tionally via a visual communication network. At trade shows, 
a mobile videoconferencing stand is set up, allowing local 
companies to connect with companies outside of France.
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•  Awareness and communication – Using telepresence, 
high-level leaders and politicians can safely have live, per-
sonal communications with people in rural areas extend-
ing their reach to others regardless of time or location.

    In November 2010, President Obama used videocon-
ferencing to engage villagers in Kanpura, India, while he 
was visiting Mumbai. Obama encouraged the progress 
of broadband penetration in the village, which was see-
ing benefits of medical consultation, education and local 
e-governance.

•  Mobility and home-working – Teleworking and working 
from home contribute to a better work-life balance and 
reduction of carbon emissions. JALA International, a tele-
work consulting firm, forecasts the number of worldwide 
teleworkers will more than double in the next 20 years, 
from approximately 160 million in 2010 to about 375 mil-
lion in 2030.1 

    In southwest England, South Gloucestershire Coun-
cil embarked on a “Smarter Working” initiative to rotate 
home-workers among its 7,800 staff, providing a more 
versatile use of desk space. Videoconferencing allowed 
home and remote workers to better communicate with 
office-based staff. The result has been substantial time and 
cost savings. 

•  Hiring and recruitment – Hiring executives, human 
resources managers and recruiters can conduct interviews 
using telepresence to reduce recruitment cycle.

 •  Training and development – Training uses telepresence 
systems integrated with smart boards and document cam-
eras to foster interactive continuing education.

•  Program management – Team coordination and collabo-
ration over telepresence allows for faster implementation 
of programs and policies across various departments.

•  Continuity of operations – People can work and collabo-
rate anytime and anywhere regardless of the situation, 
such as natural disasters or health hazards.

    The Jeollanam-do province in the Republic of South 
Korea, which is made up of about 2,000 islands, uses a 
videoconferencing network to connect 22 cities and 295 
regional offices. This allows for real-time contact needed 
to coordinate government response during emergency 
situations, as well as improve management overall among 
its widely dispersed population. 

Benefits of Transformation
Speedy next-generation broadband connections, once 

paired with new applications such as those described above, 
will lead to the adoption and use of public service. Among 
the benefits of this shift to collaborative government: 
•  The access gap or digital divide that exists between rural 

and urban dwellers will be bridged as telepresence (high-
definition videoconferencing) becomes commonplace. 
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•  A more just and fair delivery of services will occur, since 
barriers of time and place will be overcome; this means 
more equitable access to medical care, education, justice, 
community and social services.

•  Social and economic development is more likely when 
citizens, businesses, partners and governments can com-
municate in a unified fashion. Such collaboration also 
boosts innovation and research; saves time and money by 
reducing the need for travel; and cuts carbon emissions.  

Conclusion: Taking the First Step 
As next-generation broadband and resulting applications 

take hold globally, some first steps government can take to 
foster collaboration include: 
•  Deploying e-service kiosks to allow the public to connect 

over video to all-in-one citizen service centers, so that peo-
ple can have easy access to government representatives for a 
variety of needs. A second step would be to add the ability to 
make video calls from mobile devices,  PC clients and video-
enabled social networks to connect to the service center.

•  Using telepresence and videoconferencing to enable the 
private sector and non-governmental organizations to 
securely connect to virtual government meeting rooms.

•  Posting live webcasts and videos to social networks, 
allowing for better citizen engagement and transparency.

Such first steps will lead governments along the path from 
cooperation to a collaborative model of next-generation gov-
ernance. The technology to make this a reality exists and is 
available today. In fact, the various services can be delivered 
over video today leveraging existing broadband networks. 
Next-generation high-speed networks will only contribute 
to the wider adoption of video and further improve access 
and speed of broadband Internet.

Endnotes
1. http://www.jala.com/worldforecast.php
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