23 August 2009

Government 2.0 Taskforce Secretariat
AGIMO
Department of Finance and Deregulation
John Gorton Building
King Edward Terrace
Parkes   ACT   2600
By email: contact@gov2.net.au 
Dear Sir/Madam 
Re - PayPal Australia Submission to the Government 2.0 Taskforce
“Riding the Magic Carpet web 2.0”
PayPal Australia (PayPal) welcomes the opportunity to provide comment on the discussion paper released by the Government 2.0 Taskforce.  
As Dr Gruen and Minister Tanner have pointed out, there are enormous opportunities for government to overhaul its Web-based communications to provide for interaction with the public, in ways that have not yet been contemplated.

One clear area of activity will be the rapidity with which Australians are embracing e-commerce, transacting more and more online with greater confidence and greater security.  PayPal is at the forefront of this transactions revolution and welcomes the opportunity to share its views with the Taskforce on some of the areas where Australians can reap the benefit of new communications technologies.

Australians have had an historical predisposition towards new technologies and the Web is no different. The Web continues to break down cultural and age barriers, speeds vital information flow, enriches our knowledge base and importantly, provides the basis upon which we can craft public policy.
However the area of distinct need, where Web-based technologies has not been exploited nearly enough, is in the access to and provision of government and related agency data.  This information could give more timely direction on commercial, social demographic and other trends and improve the public policy responsiveness of government and business.
PayPal supports the objectives of the Government 2.0 taskforce and the creation of the Project Fund to further the interests of Government 2.0 in Australia.  PayPal also supports Australia’s contribution to the wider international review of potential uses of public sector information and online engagement.  PayPal believes that any moves to improve transparency of, and access to, government information through the use of online channels will be of significant benefit to consumers.  
This is not meant as a criticism of existing government arrangements, but more as recognition of the fast changing online environment in which we all now operate.  PayPal is supportive of many of the federal Government’s current initiatives including the proposals to establish an Office of the Information Commissioner and amend the Freedom of Information legislation, which will provide for greater public access to government information.
PayPal also supports the recently announced OECD Principles for Public Sector Information as a good first step in modernizing information dissemination to take account of the fast changing online environment.  As these principles underpin the questions in the discussion paper, PayPal makes detailed comments in the body of this submission.  PayPal has not attempted to cover all of the questions in the discussion paper, preferring to focus on areas of specific interest, where PayPal has both Australian and international experience.  That said, at a high level, PayPal would want to ensure that the OECD Principles for Public Sector Information can be regularly updated to take account of new communications needs and channels.
About PayPal

PayPal has been operating in Australia since 2005, providing customers with a safer, easier way to pay and get paid online.  The service allows anyone to pay in any way they prefer, including through credit and debit cards, bank accounts, or account balances, without sharing financial information.


Internationally PayPal has quickly become a global leader in online payment solutions with more than 184 million accounts worldwide.  Available in 190 markets and 19 currencies around the world, PayPal enables global ecommerce by making payments possible across different locations, currencies, and languages.


PayPal has received more than 20 awards for excellence from the Internet industry and the business community at large, most recently the 2007 Online Safety Leadership Award by the Authentication and Online Trust Alliance, the 2006 Webby People's Voice Award for the Best Financial Services Site and the Electronic Payments International Award for Best Non-Card Payment Product 2005.

Located in San Jose, California, PayPal, Inc. was founded in 1998 and was acquired by eBay in 2002. 

PayPal provides payment services for both payees and payers by acting as the merchant of record for their transactions.  This enables PayPal to provide electronic payment services, such as credit card facilities, for many small and micro businesses who would otherwise struggle to find a merchant acquiring bank to provide such merchant facilities directly at an affordable price.  By acting as the merchant of record PayPal enables buyers to purchase goods and services in an extremely safe manner.  This is because PayPal acts as the intermediary between buyer and seller, ensuring that there is no exchange of personal security data, such as credit or debit card details, personal bank account details, or pin numbers, between the parties. PayPal is a low cost and extremely low-risk payment system.
The majority of transactions facilitated by PayPal are via credit or debit card.  Credit or debit card transactions are covered by the protections offered under the credit card scheme rules, as well as by PayPal’s comprehensive buyer and seller protection programmes for eBay related transactions.  PayPal also facilitates transactions through traditional bank account mechanisms linked with PayPal.  PayPal does not provide online direct bank account transfers between buyer and seller, with all transfers being made between users’ PayPal accounts.  This eliminates the risk of financial loss by means such as miss-keying of account numbers, and significantly reduces a user’s exposure to fraud.  

PayPal is the holder of an Australian Financial Services License and is an authorised deposit taking institution. In Australia PayPal is prudentially regulated by the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA).  PayPal is also regulated under the Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-Terrorism Financing Act 2006.  

Summary of PayPal’s views on the Discussion Paper
As a leading online payments provider, PayPal has strong experience in dealing with customers and the community in an “online only” manner.  PayPal uses email and website based communication techniques as the primary method of engaging with customers.  There is little direct face-to-face interaction with customers.  There is no branch structure, and there are no shop-fronts.  As such, PayPal is aware of the significant benefits of such communication, for example in terms of facilitating real time disclosure.  However, one of the pitfalls of online communication is the security of data provided, something which the PayPal system is specifically designed to protect.  Much of PayPal’s commentary therefore relates to the “principles for quality and integrity of information”.  PayPal also sees government as a potential client, and as such is interested in issues associated with the “principles of openness and access”.  
Principles for openness and access  

PayPal believes that there are two key issues to be considered when examining openness and access.  
· Firstly, the relevance of the information being disclosed; and 
· secondly, the accuracy of such information.  
PayPal’s experience in the use of online communication channels has shown the importance of context and relevance in disclosing important information.  Both significantly impact the efficacy of the disclosure, and in some instances can impact its security.  Information needs to be prioritised to ensure that important disclosures are not lost in the mass of communications.  Equally, the quality of information disclosed should be accurate and timely to ensure that confidence in communications is maintained.  This is not just in terms of the accuracy of what is being disclosed, but also to ensure that the mere disclosure of particular information does not attribute to it a disproportionate level of importance.

PayPal itself communicates to its customers on a range of issues, but has established systems to ensure that less important marketing information does not crowd out important disclosure around security issues and individual account status.  These matters must take precedence so that customers are fully informed at all times.  These systems need to be established before wholesale online disclosure, so while PayPal supports the application of the principles of openness and access across the whole of government, it sees merit in staging the rollout to ensure it is done properly.  
Some have observed that PayPal's market growth in Australia has evolved with Australia’s acceptance of the Web-based transaction environment.  While this evolution has been rapid, information and security systems have been under constant review and update.  This is one of the major challenges for the 2.0 Taskforce. It must accept that the Web is an environment of constant change and not necessarily one that lends itself to static black letter-law.  The public policy and practical outcomes of the 2.0 Taskforce will need to have built-in flexibility.

PayPal strongly supports the fostering of a culture in government where openness is the default.  PayPal also understands that there will always be exceptions to the rule, especially in relation to matters of national security, cabinet and internal departmental deliberations, and as such does not see the need for a culture of government providing a “running commentary” on all of the issues it is deciding on.  To ensure that the most relevant issues receive disclosure priority the default position of openness needs to be assessed in terms of the communal good, natural justice and procedural fairness.

One area PayPal believes government can easily improve on is procurement.  While significant steps have been taken to increase transparency of procurement processes, the process still greatly favours the incumbent providers and technologies.  Disclosure around contract expiration, review and initiation are not always available, and certainly not in a consistent form. This has unfortunately generated much frustration and resentment among suppliers.  It is almost certainly also added to the cost borne by taxpayers.  It also means that new entrants to the government procurement market often find the processes confusing.  They find it difficult to identify and access the decision makers, and even to have legitimate cases heard. Moreover, this lack of clarity cultivates an atmosphere of mutual suspicion and wariness that is the absolute antithesis of open and transparent government.  Objectives are therefore convoluted and subject to sometimes opaque and inappropriate influences. The net result can be very inefficient outcomes for government and an unnecessary burden on taxpayers.

The discussion paper raises the importance of making information searchable and useable and asks questions around the most appropriate formats to achieve these outcomes.  PayPal believes that consistent formats help to increase the usability of information, but have concerns around standard formats being mandated.  PayPal would prefer a system whereby information is provided in a variety of formats, allowing users to choose the format which best suits their needs.  Equally, the formats used need to be constantly monitored to keep pace with changing technology.  It is also important that the formats are subject to the “simplicity gauge.” it is counterproductive to have information presented in a form that is intimidating to anyone but an experienced online user.  The essential strength of this information will be on the simplicity of its delivery to the consumer.  PayPal has become well-versed in the need to present its customers with information and options that acknowledge that most Web users have limited patience with cumbersome page structures, complex links and worst of all, redundant information.  Nothing discourages a customer more than the presentation of out-of- date information.  In a commercial environment it means the loss of custom.  In a government space implications are more far-reaching.
To ensure material is searchable, PayPal believes this is as much about the relevance, context and style of the communication as it is about format.  By way of example, the Aus Tender website, www.tenders.gov.au, provides information in relevant formats, but is seriously let down by its context and style.  It assumes a high degree of knowledge of government processes, departments and agencies, and associated acronyms and jargon, which make it difficult for the average business to use.  Equally, the search function only uses a “key word” filter, making many of the search results irrelevant to the aim of the search, and makes a more specific search difficult.  There are also concerns around the scope of the site, and the timeliness of the disclosure.

Once again the “simplicity gauge” ought to be enforced.  If information is not readily accessible, readily understandable, and readily actionable it needs to be re-cast and delivered in a manner that informs rather than confuses.
A move towards a whole of government directory service, and a focus on the customer when considering how to structure information can help to overcome many of these problems.  
Issues associated with the sharing of information are also extremely important.  For example, currently only a limited number of channels are used to disclose tender information, and in many cases there is an over-reliance on the traditional forms.  This means that many relevant service providers simply miss the tender advertisements and therefore do not put their services forward.  While this isn’t easily resolved, more effort needs to be made to understand the best ways of communicating such information to business.  While many mention applications such as Facebook and Flickr, these are merely channels and ignore the main issue: ensuring that the right businesses are contacted in a manner which is relevant to them.

Principles for quality and integrity of information      

The discussion paper focuses on quality and integrity of information from the standpoint of ensuring relevance, accuracy and proportionality in disclosure.  PayPal agrees that these are some of the key issues to be considered prior to setting overarching disclosure principles.  Quality and integrity of information are integral in ensuring that the objectives of disclosure are maintained.  PayPal believes that these objectives should be accountability and efficiency, and that they in many respects may have different quality and integrity standards.

In terms of accountability, much of the current disclosure practices focus on post event disclosure.  This leads to problems associated with context, as when individual documents are taken out of sequence they can have a vastly different impact, which in some cases is disproportionate to their actual effect.  Real time accountability is best illustrated in the private sector, and the specific rules associated with continuous disclosure principles for publically listed companies.  The focus of these rules is strongly around the principle of information symmetry, ensuring that all investors have access to relevant information at the same time, and at a time that appropriate action can be taken by the end-user.  In the case of government, while constituents can only take action on election day, real-time disclosure is often essential to ensure relevance.

Governments are generally very effective at managing real-time disclosure to ensure that decisions are aired only once they are approved - thus ensuring relevance - and are very aware of the associated accountability - with quality and integrity as key priorities.  
PayPal is however concerned that there is an over-reliance in government on post-fact disclosure for accountability purposes.  This is particularly concerning in the procurement environment, where a decision is often justified after the fact, through the announcement of an outcome.  In many cases this is too late for a business to take the necessary action if they believe a process has been unjust, or that they have been treated in an unfair manner.  While probity standards must always be maintained, the closed approach to decision making for the sake of probity does not always lead to the best outcomes, or indeed ensure accountability.  Probity in many cases could be better served through an approach which places similar continuous disclosure obligations on government commercial dealings to those which exist in the private sector. 
The closed approach to government communication around procurement decision making also leads to efficiency concerns.  In many cases the outcome in terms of the community benefit of procurement decisions is not served by the closed, post-fact disclosure practices currently employed.  These challenges can only be overcome by ensuring alignment between customer (community) needs and wants, and the solution being proposed.  Post-fact disclosure cannot ensure this alignment.

PayPal faces many similar efficiency challenges with its disclosure obligations. Customers generally choose to use PayPal for their online payments because it satisfies their needs of confidence, convenience and choice.  Primarily this covers the security of the site; easy-to-use payment and fulfillment; and a variety of payment options that are provided by PayPal.  Real-time disclosure is therefore essential to ensure that a customers needs are satisfied.  The integrity and quality of this disclosure is critical, especially when it comes to account security and individual account management issues.
To overcome these issues PayPal ensures that the most important information is not crowded out by lower priority communications, that communications priorities are considered when designing site look and feel, and that customer feedback is sought.  The Government’s efficiency challenge is not dissimilar, especially when it comes to deciding when, how and what to disclose.  If the accuracy of the information is low then its efficiency will be greatly impeded.  This accuracy can be hampered by what is being disclosed - internal working documents for example; how information is disclosed - over reliance on broadcast, rather than targeted narrowcast; and when the information is disclosed - after the fact when real-time disclosure would have provided more relevance.  
Conclusion    

The Web environment offers enormous opportunity to strengthen participatory democracy through greater information flow.  Citizens are entitled to expect the government to share commonly held data and, notwithstanding inevitable national security and related concerns, for disclosure to be the default position, not secrecy.

The Web has presented a tool for shedding light on hitherto dark recesses of information held by government.  While some traditionalists within the bureaucracy may view this as a threat, in truth, it is long overdue and will yield huge community benefits.  

