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Thanks to Chile’s capricious geography, its inhabitants are scattered in cities and villages sometimes thousands of kilometers apart, from the northern desert to the Patagonian ice fields. However, in nearly every part of the country, including Antarctica, individuals can gain access to computers and Internet connections to help them communicate with their loved ones or find the information they need.

Chile holds first place in Latin America for connectivity, according to the 2002 Digital Access Index prepared by the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), covering a total of 178 countries. 

Chile was placed in the second of four categories, together with other nations “which have used Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) as a motor for development and whose government policies have helped them achieve impressive levels of citizen access to these technologies.”
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Individuals stand at the center of the initiatives undertaken by President Ricardo Lagos’ government to develop these new technologies in the country. Priority tasks for his administration include narrowing the digital divide, offering increasingly equitable access to the opportunities presented by new technologies, and placing a modern, efficient, flexible and transparent State at the service of its citizens. 
Furthermore, for the Chilean government, the transition to the Information Society does not only involve equipping the country with cables, optical fiber and large numbers of computers. It is more closely related to issues of development, equity, freedom of expression and promotion of the public welfare. 

Initiatives Launched 

During the 1990s, the administrations of the Concertación coalition (Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia) initiated the task of modernizing a State which, after 17 years of military rule, was highly bureaucratic and isolated from the population. Their efforts centered on improving State institutions and public management, with emphasis on involving public officials as key participants in the modernization process.

Soon after taking the oath of office, President Lagos expressed his determination to further modernize and transform the State, allowing it to respond more effectively to the needs of individuals and businesses. 

Since then, he has defined strategies and implemented a series of initiatives affecting the country’s various public institutions, through Presidential directives, agendas and working groups. Since 2000, the central focal points of this effort have been the concepts of electronic government and the interface between citizens and the State.

The first step in the Project for the Reform and Modernization of the State was the creation, on June 8, 2000, of a Ministers’ Committee for the Reform of the State, along with an Executive Secretariat charged with implementing the effort. 

The Project includes initiatives in the areas of electronic government, the redesign of government procedures and the modernization of the State. All of them are aimed at improving the quality of the relationship between citizens and public services, raising the effectiveness of governmental management and its information services, offering citizens more convenient and expeditious procedures and increasing the transparency and ethical standards of the State.

Applying the concept of electronic government to Chile’s specific needs, the President Lagos presented his Presidential Directive on Electronic Government on May 11, 2001, outlining the goal of “creating a State at the service of its citizens; one which is decentralized, transparent, flexible, participative, democratic and characterized by solidarity.” 

The Agenda for Electronic Government, released in late 2002, set in motion a series of plans and programs to be completed by 2005. It solidified the concept of electronic government as a new form of public management characterized by the intensive use of ICT, placing emphasis on equitable access for individuals to the benefits of new technologies. 
The final great step forward in this process was taken on March 18, 2003, when the President named Undersecretary of Economy Alvaro Díaz as governmental coordinator for Information and Communications Technologies, tasking him with the formation of a public-private committee to define a Digital Agenda for the country’s technological development between 2003 and 2005. 

The Digital Action Group, as this committee of professionals and specialists was baptized, established five strategic areas for action: mass access to technology; education and training; electronic government; digital industry and the use of ICT in businesses, including the creation of software, services and content; and an adequate judicial and regulatory framework in the area of intellectual property and electronic documents. 
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Opportunities for Individuals

To ensure equitable access to the new technologies, the government has implemented programs involving huge amounts of physical and economic resources to serve those who lack computers at home or at work. 

Throughout Chile, even in remote and isolated locations, individuals can connect themselves to the rest of the country and the world at infocenters, libraries and public schools open to the community, where Internet access is provided at no cost. 

The country currently has 1,300 infocenters, established by joint efforts by the public and private sectors. These centers are equipped with Internet-connected computers, printers, scanners and fax machines.

Through the Telecommunications Development Fund, the government has installed community information telecenters in low-income townships, which include trained facilitators to help users learn how to use the technology. The aim of these centers is to support the integration of these communities and to broaden their inhabitants’ economic, educational and cultural opportunities.

In late 2003, a thousand government-subsidized schools in Chile were equipped with broadband Internet access. With support from the private sector, high-speed connections have been installed in one out of eight of the country’s schools. At the same time, over 103,000 teachers have been trained in the educational use of new technologies.

Much more than a wide-ranging technological initiative, the BiblioRedes (Library Networks) program represents a further step toward digital equity. Launched in September 2003, thanks to government resources as well as a 9.2 million dollar donation from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, it provides online connections to 368 public libraries throughout the country, using a combination of technologies including satellite, wireless, ADSL and copper wire systems. 


Using the program’s approximately 2,000 computers, thousands of people across Chile enjoy cost-free access to the Internet, with state-of-the-art equipment, high-speed connections and one of the country’s most extensive networks.
The latest effort aimed at narrowing the digital gap is the Digital Literacy campaign, an important part of the country’s Digital Agenda. Launched in mid-2003, it is a national human resources training effort, aimed at training half a million people in the use of ICT. 


In addition, some 500 elementary and secondary schools throughout Chile regularly open their computer rooms and labs to the community outside of classroom hours, providing another option for parents, and neighbors in addition to the services offered by the BiblioRedes libraries.
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Applied Technology

Several of the initiatives contained in the Electronic Government Agenda, grouped into two categories, are already in full operation.

Among the Comprehensive programs, which involve the public services as a whole, are the State Connectivity and Communications Network (State Intranet); the State Financial Management Information System; the one-stop service window programs, aimed at citizens and businesses; the government purchasing portal ChileCompra, and the National Infocenters Program.

High-Impact Sector projects are aimed at specific population groups with high potential for the use of technological resources. These include the digital signature initiative; the new identification system (identity cards and passports); the digital environmental impact evaluation system; digital certification of documents issued by the Civil Registry; and the Integrated System of Services to Workers (Sisat).

To improve their internal procedures and the quality of their services, the public institutions have begun to share resources and integrate some of their service systems. Among government offices, 98% have access to Internet connections and mail servers and are gradually replacing paper documentation with electronic storage. 

One-stop electronic service windows have also been put in place. With the help of a registry of fingerprints, the National Health Fund (Fonasa) electronically issues medical care certificates valid for services at accredited health clinics.

The National Consumer Service (Sernac) offers a unified national service system, called Sernac Facilita (Sernac Facilitates), where consumers can ask questions, register complaints and obtain responses from a wide range of participating institutions.  

Government websites such as www.gobiernodechile.cl, www.presidencia.cl and www.estado.cl have been specially created to expand opportunities for communication between the government and citizens, to inform the public about the latest news related to government management, and to provide information about the functions of various ministries and the activities of public authorities.

Paperwork Online
In the past, in order to obtain a necessary government document, citizens had to invest considerable time and often visit more than one public office. Today, however, the same process may take only a few minutes. 

Several of the Chilean government’s 213 websites have added tools which greatly simplify the sometimes-frustrating public administration process. 

With an average of 900 daily visits, the portal www.tramitefacil.cl is a one-stop source where users can obtain information about 1,523 procedures, download 265 forms from the network and directly carry out 173 transactions online. 

A pioneer in the field was the website of the Internal Revenue Service (SII), which led the way by offering online procedures for the declaration of income. In 2003, 70% of these declarations were carried out electronically. In addition, the site now allows users to declare and pay their real estate and monthly value added taxes online. 

On the website created by the Civil and Identification Registry (www.registrocivil.cl), users can request birth, marriage and death certificates, which are validated using a digital stamp. The country’s social security administration (INP) permits citizens to calculate and pay contributions online, and at the website of the Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs, users can apply for housing subsidies as well as public funds for education and sports. 

During 2003, online declarations and payments for social security, health care and workman’s compensation programs increased by 600%. In December alone, the INP received 20,000 declarations through its web page. This signifies a considerable saving for the State, since it costs approximately one dollar to process a form by hand.

The portal www.chilecompra.cl provides information about State purchasing and contracts for goods and services. Through this site, 40,000 registered providers can submit bids for contracts covering 78% of the country’s public purchasing requirements. Starting in the second half of this year, the implementation of the site’s new electronic platform will allow transactions to be carried out completely online. Using the Internet, users can participate in quote preparation, bidding processes, purchases from product catalogs, the issuance of purchase orders and electronic auctions. 

New Initiatives and Challenges 

Thanks to an alliance between the Intellectual Property Department and the General Treasury of the Republic, the process of registering a business trademark has been simplified. The procedure, which used to take an average of 13 hours, can be completed in four minutes today.

This is only one of the benefits offered by the One-Stop Business Service Window, one of the Digital Agenda’s priority projects in its aim to advance from an electronic government that simply provides information to one allowing citizens to carry out transactions online. Currently, 34 procedures are available to businesses over the Internet, and an additional 22 are planned to be added by the end of the year.
To identify the most commonly-requested operations, the Ministry of Economy undertook a survey of more than 1,200 businesspeople in 2002. It then formed a consortium among the public institutions responsible for these transactions. The first set of transactions to be offered online include procedures related to business creation, export operations and labor relations. 

The Internal Revenue Service (SII) remains in the vanguard of technological progress. In 2002, it initiated a revolutionary project: the implementation of electronic invoice, capable of replacing paper documents with the same legal validity. The process began with a pilot program involving eight businesses from a range of economic sectors. The use of the electronic invoice will bring numerous benefits, with the first and most obvious being a decrease in costs: annual savings of 300 million dollars are expected.  

And in October of last year, the site introduced online systems for salary statements and the declaration of new business activities. These new services directly benefit more than 1.2 million professionals, who can review their monthly statements by downloading them from the Service’s web site, www.sii.cl, in the form of electronic documents.

In late January 2004, the official go-ahead was given to one of the Digital Agenda’s most ambitious and far-reaching projects: the Chilean government’s Voice and Data Connectivity Network. Dubbed “Ruta 5D” – in reference to Route 5, the Pan-American Highway traversing Chile from north to south – it is aimed at equipping government entities with advanced telecommunications infrastructure, to provide improved access and quality for the new Internet services and procedures. 

The network will be a broadband “superhighway” connecting all of the country’s public offices, municipalities, schools, hospitals and clinics. It will bring together traditional telephone services, mobile phones and the Internet in a single network, in order to take advantage of the full potential of electronic government. The project’s goals are quite ambitious; this year, some 30% of public institutions are slated for incorporation into “Ruta 5D,” a figure that should reach 70% by 2006. This initiative will raise the efficiency and transparency of public management, as well as generating direct benefits for individuals, for instance by reducing the number of intermediaries in their relationship with the State, thus facilitating their interactions with public services.





Facts





Chile enjoys the highest levels of telephone and Internet coverage in Latin America. 





One million households in the country have a computer, and half of these have Internet access.





One hundred thousand large and medium-sized enterprises are connected to the Internet, along with more than 40% of small businesses.





321 of the country’s 341 municipalities have access to the network.





Among homes with computers, 37% have broadband Internet access, a figure which increased by 68% during 2003.











On January 30, 2003, an agreement to modernize public management and decentralize the government was reached with the participation of all political sectors. During the year, among other efforts, the Congress approved initiatives related to administrative procedures, labor relations, standards for high public officials, transparency, public purchasing, the limitation and oversight of campaign spending, and the creation of courts to protect fair competition.








Did You Know?





Chile leads Latin America in the ranking on electronic participation released by the UN Division for Public Administration and Development Management. On the world level, Chile shares third place with Canada, after Great Britain and the United States.





Chile stands in second place in Latin America in the area of information technology, according to the World Economic Forum. It was ranked 35th out of 82 countries.








Recycling Technology


This is exactly what is done by the Todo Chilenter Foundation, directed by the wife of Chile’s President, Luisa Durán de Lagos. In its eighteen months of operation, it has recycled nearly  600 computers, delivering them to 90 social organizations. This has provided approximately 10,000 people with access to equipment that helps them carry out community activities and gain hands-on experience with new technologies. 








The Ministry of Education’s Enlaces educational network is one of the country’s greatest success stories in the area of access to new technologies. It was launched in 1992, in twelve schools located in one of the country’s poorest regions.  


Today, more than 7,000 educational establishments have joined the network and are equipped with a computer room, teachers trained in educational information technology and digital resources available for educational use. 
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Facts





To date, the 24 businesses using electronic invoice have employed them to generate 5,200,000 digital documents.





A further 66 companies are in the certification stage and will soon be included in this number. 





On January 2, 2004, the SII authorized the first Chilean bank to begin issuing and receiving electronic tax documents: the Banco del Desarrollo.
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Citizen participation and the development of democracy are among the objectives established in the Presidential Directive on Electronic Government. 








“Reducing the digital divide may be one of the most expeditious methods for reducing the equality gap. We cannot have a society where some enjoy access while others are left behind. Because of this, it seems very important to me to ensure that people learn to use the new information and communications technologies.”





President Ricardo Lagos�March 18, 2003
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Facts





ChileCompra is the country’s largest electronic market, both in the number of registered users and the quantity of transactions undertaken.











Did You Know?





The website of Chile’s Internal Revenue Service won the United Nations Public Service Award in the category of Innovations. It entered the competition with its “Proposal for the Declaration of Income Taxes.” 





At the 2003 World Summit on the Information Society, the portal www.tramitefacil.cl was named among the five best in the world in the category of Electronic Government. Approximately 800 entries were submitted by over 130 countries.





Chilean identity cards issued since September 2002 feature advanced technology: they can be read by electronic devices and fulfill world-class security standards.








What used to take 60 days can now be completed in only a few minutes: using a new online system implemented by the Civil Registry and Identification Service at Chile’s consulates, Chileans living abroad can obtain a range of digital certificates. 











New Technologies at the Service of the Individual





Chile has set out to be an active participant in the new high-tech era. One important step is the modernization of public management, in order to offer citizens an efficient, flexible and transparent State which responds to their needs and ensures equitable access to the opportunities presented by a globalized world.








President Ricardo Lagos and his wife, Luisa Durán de Lagos, at the launch of the Digital Literacy campaign. 








“We must use these technologies as a tool to support Chile’s competitive capacity in a globalized world. They can be the key advantage that allows us to move ahead. They can make the difference so that our country can grow more rapidly.”





President Ricardo Lagos


March 18, 2003











“I do not want a country where computers and modern technology are only for the few with enough money to have them in their homes; I want a country where access is available to everyone.”





President Ricardo Lagos
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Did You Know?





During the inauguration of the world’s southernmost infocenter, in Puerto Williams, a 16-year-old descended from the Yagan people communicated by videoconference with a group of Aymara youth in the village of Putre, on the northern Andean plains. 





The International Information Technology in Education Study (Sites 2002) placed Chile first among 27 countries in the area of teacher training in the use of educational information technology. 





During 2004, a pilot program will connect 30 schools with Wi-Fi wireless systems, in order to explore the feasibility of applying this technology to the Enlaces network.
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