University of North Dakota Government Rural Outreach Initiative Program Summary (GRO)

The Government Rural Outreach (GRO) Initiative will address the needs of citizens located in rural America, removing geographic barriers to transacting business with government agencies This initiative will bring together several different technologies to allow the elderly, veterans, farmers and Native Americans on remote reservations to perform secure and legally protected Internet transactions with local, state and federal government agencies. 

The rural geography and population of North Dakota make it an ideal test location for such programs before they are implemented on a nation-wide basis. In the spring of 2001, the University of North Dakota (UND) launched a pilot program, placing computers with Internet access at senior citizen centers in Grand Forks, North Dakota, and providing training for the senior citizens. In addition, the University conducted two statewide surveys regarding the types of online services desired by citizens and the perceptions of county officials regarding the technology proficiency of their county government and their current and planned technology initiatives. UND's pilot program and survey results demonstrate a need for electronic government services for rural citizens. 

In addition, a key issue emerged while studying the government services currently available online, the issue of security of private information. At the present time there is no common technology in use to confirm the identity of the citizen and secure the transmission of sensitive information. Therefore most government web sites offer only citizen-to-government communication. This allows only a partial transaction to take place online, with the remainder of the transaction conducted by more traditional means, either in person or by mail. For example, a citizen can access the Social Security Administration's web site and request an account statement but he cannot receive the information online. The statement is sent to the citizen at a later date by US Mail because a technology has not yet been proven to ensure privacy to the satisfaction of the SSA. There are many technologies currently available that can authenticate citizen identity, biometrics (i.e. retina scans, fingerprints) and smart cards are just two examples. Further study of these technologies is needed to enable government agencies to identify the best means by which transactions can be secured. This will enable government-to-citizen transactions to take place in a secure environment. 

Funding from the General Services Administration will enable the University of North Dakota to launch the Government Rural Outreach Initiative to make electronic government services accessible to rural residents and to study and develop the technologies needed to ensure secure transactions of private information. 

The Government Rural Outreach Initiative will be a multi-year, multi-phase program to gather information on the types of online government services needed by rural residents and to develop information technology, software and support for personnel who will train the rural residents. In addition, information will be gathered from government agencies to determine their online security needs and currently available security technology will be studied to provide government agencies with information they can use to make security systems choices. 
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Phase One of the GRO Initiative is tentatively scheduled to take place from April 2002, through September of 2003. A director will be hired to oversee GRO Initiative Phase One activities. 

GRO initiative Phase One activities will include: 

· Identify prospective members to form an advisory board for the GRO Initiative 

· Board members to include: Representatives of UND College of Business and Public Administration, citizen groups to be served by the initiative, North Dakota state government and Federal government agencies 

· Hire Director to oversee GRO Initiative 

· Establish GRO office at the University of North Dakota 

· Hire GRO Initiative staff 

· Make initial contacts with groups of rural residents such as farmers, veterans, senior citizens, Native Americans 

· Conduct assessments of rural residents needs Develop long range plan for GRO Initiative 

· Coordinate with North Dakota's Chief Information Officer 

· Coordinate with North Dakota's Center for Technology & Business / Women and Technology?? to develop instructional modules and materials 

· Identify GRO Initiative program sites, determine hardware, software and training needs and timeline for site openings 

· Establish at least four program sites 
· Conduct initial survey of government agencies to determine their security concerns 
· Identify security technologies currently available 
· Develop plan, timeline and budget for Phase Two 

· Seek Phase Two funding 

Estimated budget for successful completion of Phase One $750,000.  Costs will include:

· Director and staff salaries and fringe benefits 

· Office supplies, computer hardware and software for director and staff offices 

· Travel and communications costs for Phase One activities outlined above 

· Computer hardware and software purchase and internet access service for training, site

· Develop instructional modules and materials 

After the successful completion of Phase One, Phase Two activities will include: 

· Continuation of Phase One training and other program offerings 
· Establish and equip remaining program sites 

· Complete study of security technologies, present findings. 

· Make transaction security recommendations to government agencies 

Estimated timeline, budget and funding sources for Phase Two and subsequent phases to be determined during Phase 1. 

