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The Spanish government passed a law in 2007 requesting all public 

administrations to offer their citizens the option to interact with them through 

electronic means. 

The Universities in Catalonia had a lot of work ahead; the requirements set by the 

Government implied a huge amount of investment, both in information technology 

and business organization. To maximize the outcome of these investments and 

exploit the synergies between similar institutions, the Universities organized 

themselves in a Commission for e-Governance in the University. 

This Commission identified the main areas of investment and appointed 

representatives of the different Universities to explore the available options, 

either from public or private institutions, to cover each of their technological 

needs. This collaboration has allowed the associated institutions to negotiate 

some services from a stronger position and to install shared systems that will 

provide some of the main tools with sensibly reduced costs. 

Although there was considerable variation in the starting points for the 

Universities involved, as well as in the size and resources of each of them, the will 

to work together and progress as a whole has led to the success of this titanic 

project. 

The first meeting of the Commission took place on May 12, 2008. Since then, 

seven different workgroups have been created. Each group has organized 

meetings with the main providers of the services they are looking for, and most of 

the groups are already preparing the administrative requirements to hire the 

different services. 

This project is being partially funded by the “Departament d’Innovació, 

Universitat I Empresa de la Generalitat de Catalunya”, the section of the Catalan 

Government in charge of innovation in both Universities and businesses, and has 

proved to be a huge success in terms of coordination of complex organizations 

towards a common goal.  
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1. – Introduction 

In June 14, 2007, the Spanish Parliament passed the “Law for Citizens’ Electronic Access to 

Public Services” (“Ley de Acceso Electrónico de los Ciudadanos a los Servicios Públicos”, 

also known as Law 11/2007[1]). This Law forces all public administrations in the country to 

update their information systems for e-Governance, in order to enable the citizens to 

communicate with them through electronic means. The documents included in this 

communication will be considered original, and the administration will be responsible for the 

conservation of the document in its original form. Delivering and receiving digital documents 

that will be considered original and for the conservation of which, in its original form, the 

administration will be responsible. 

Although Spain is reasonably advanced in terms of availability of electronic means and 

introduction of the information society, at the time when this law was passed, a breach existed 

between the development of these tools in the private and public sectors. Town halls and city 

councils were still using paperwork for the largest part of their activity, both in internal 

management and communication with citizens.  

Public Universities are considered part or the public administration and are, therefore, 

affected by this Law. Universities had already made an effort to provide electronic access to 

their academic resources, handling the largest part of their relationship with students in digital 

form. Nevertheless, in most of these institutions internal management was still carried out on 

paper, and every document that needed to be authentic or official was produced in paper form. 

After the publication of Law 11/2007, the Spanish University Rectors Conference published 

in 2008 his Reference Framework for e-Governance, Recommendations for the Spanish 

University System[2], which documented the conclusions and guidelines that resulted from the 

work of the Sectorial Commission for Communication and Information Technology in such 

Conference. This publication was one of the basic documents on which the project of 

modernization of the Catalan Public Universities was based, and is still being updated 

regularly.  

Coincidentally with the passing of Law 11/2007, in June 2008 the Catalan Public Universities 

Association (ACUP) presented its White Book for the Catalan University[3], a collection of 

strategies and projects to be implemented in the Catalan Universities. This White Book 

analysed several aspects in which University management could be improved, and dedicated 

one whole chapter to efficient and effective governance, including specific strategies for the 

introduction of e-Governance, the modernization of University management and the 

collaboration between institutions in the pursuit of these goals.  

The ACUP is a free association formed by the seven Public Universities in Catalonia 

(Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Universitat de Barcelona, Universitat de Girona, 

Universitat de Lleida, Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, 

Universitat Rovira i Virgili), as well as the Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, oriented to 

virtual education. As a whole, these universities give education to over 240.000 students, and 

coordinate over 11.000 teachers and professors and around 7.000 administrative staff. Three 

other, private universities exist in Catalonia, with which the ACUP has punctual collaboration 

but neither a continuous relationship nor representation rights. 

The process of modernisation that was being enforced both by the Law and the White Book 

required huge investments in technology, development and organization efforts. The ACUP 



ACUP - AGTIC                                                                                                                                                 Page 3 

 

rapidly identified in this area an opportunity to use the synergies between the several 

Universities and their common interests and goals to define a collaborative project that could 

save a larger part of these investments by coordinating the efforts of the associated 

Universities. The following issues supported the decision to opt for a collaborative project: 

- The Universities did not have, individually, financial resources to face the huge 

investments required. 

- It would be easier for them to obtain public funding for large, collaborative and well-

planned projects that benefited several institutions at once. 

- Sharing similar starting points, needs and goals, there was a possibility to develop or 

acquire some of the necessary technologies only once and implant them on shared 

platforms. 

- Even for those projects that need to be executed individually by each University, there 

are profits to be obtained from sharing experience and knowledge.  

Even before the final version of the White Book was released, the ACUP had already decided 

to appoint a commission of experts that would be empowered to coordinate all works related 

with the implantation of e-Governance. 

 

2. – The Commission for e-Governance in the Public Universities 

In the first half of 2008, the ACUP decided to create a Commission that would be responsible 

for: 

- Coordinating common initiatives for the introduction of e-Governance in the Catalan 

Universities. 

- Establishing relationships with those institutions that currently offer tools and services 

for the introduction of e-Governance. 

- Coordinating the negotiation with those administrations that can provide financial 

resources to the Universities for the execution of their projects. 

 

This commission would be integrated by representatives of each University, trying to involve 

different departments and areas of expertise, following the idea that e-Governance is a 

transversal project that cannot be successfully conducted or understood by only one part of 

the organization. The departments involved included legal services, organization, information 

systems, secretary and archive. 

The first meeting of the Commission took place on May 15, 2008. The commission focused 

initially on the identification and prioritization of the different projects that it would have to 

undertake. A route plan was devised with the help of an external consultant, in which up to 14 

different projects where described, affecting very different areas of Management: 

- Drafting of the internal rules and methods for e-Governance. 

- Elaboration of a catalogue of services and a common language for process modelling. 

- Preparation of learning materials and strategies for public information on e-

Governance and formation of the affected staff. 

- Selection and implantation of tools for the following services: 

o Registry of electronic documents 

o Electronic notification 



Page 4                                                    The E-Governance in the Catalan Public Universities: A Common Path                                                                                                             

o Content Management and Workflow 

o Internal and external exchange of electronic documents an files. 

o Digitalization of documents and impression of electronic documents. 

o Archive of electronic documents 

o Digital signature and electronic identity management 

o Electronic voting 

- Implantation of the electronic invoice 

- Definition of a system for electronic contracting 

- Definition of a system for tracking and exploitation of electronic evidences. 

 

Given the high level of specialization needed to decide on some of these subjects, it was 

decided that the Commission needed to work at two different levels. The Commission itself 

would retain its plural and transversal scope, retaining the political responsibilities to 

negotiate for funding and taking the main strategic decisions. Seven workgroups were created 

to work out the details of the different projects, each of them integrated by experts on the 

specific matter appointed by each University. 

It was also decided that in order for the project to advance at a reasonable pace, a specific 

coordination organ should be created. It would coordinate the different groups and the 

documentation generated, as well as the contacts between the workgroups and the 

Commission and between them all and external institutions, providers, etc. Thus a projects 

office was created, manned with the services of an external consultant. 

The Commission has been meeting roughly every month since it was created, in order to 

follow the advancements achieved by the different workgroups or delegates.  

2.1 – Obtaining financial resources 

The regional government of the Generalitat de Catalunya showed interest in this project since 

the very beginning. The fact that the Universities would be cooperating and that the project 

was following the strategic planning defined in the White Book where all arguments used to 

claim public funding for the execution of the Project. 

A representative of the Departament d’Innovació, Universitats i Empresa, the section of the 

catalan government that could promote this kind of projects, was included in the Commission 

to keep the government informed on the progress of the projects.  

After some negotiation, a special funding of  €5.000.000,-  was obtained, to be distributed 

among all Universities and projects according to a proposal that should be approved by the 

Commission. This distribution was agreed upon using several criteria, based specially on the 

size and base budget of each University.  

After all negotiations had taken place, a final collaboration agreement was signed between all 

participating institutions. This agreement included: 

• A description of the projects than were being carried out, both in the short and in the 

long term, defining specific goals and responsibilities for them. 

• A detail of the investments that would be carried out, indicating to which areas and 

projects each University would be assigning their funding, as commonly agreed. 

• Compromises acquired by the patronizing institution, both in terms of how the 

projects would be funded and how continuity of the support would be guaranteed for 

the following years. 
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• A reporting method that would be used by each University to justify how the agreed 

investments had been carried out, and what degree of advancement had been achieved. 

 

By defining specific goals and commitments, together with a review process, this agreement 

was useful for all parties and was a good basis to ensure continuity of the project as long as all 

involved institutions fulfilled their commitments.  

 

2.2 – Establishing relationships with other institutions 

After the passing of Law 11/2007, both the Spanish and Catalan governments have made an 

effort to develop specific tools and services that could be offered freely to public 

administrations working towards the implantation of e-Governance, specially the Ministry of 

Public Administrations (“Ministerio de Administraciones Públicas”) and the Catalan Open 

Administration Consortium (“Consorci AOC”). These two administrations came to an 

agreement [4] on February 2008 to cooperate on their mutual offering of electronic services to 

better develop e-Governance in Catalan Public institutions.  

Interaction with these institutions for all Catalan Universities is being channeled through the 

Commission, thus saving time and administrative costs to all parts involved. The coordinated 

service received matches perfectly the fact that most projects with which these services need 

to be integrated are being also developed collaboratively.  

One of the main focuses of the AOC Consortium is providing solutions to a cooperation 

challenge that e-Government brings to all public Administrations. Among the rights 

recognized to citizens in Law 11/2007 is the right not to be required to provide to a Public 

Institution documents or information that such Institution can obtain from other 

Administrations. This has been a lasting complaint in all communications with the 

administration, and the Law is trying to put an end to it. For this to be successful, information 

hubs offering cross access -in a common format and through a common protocol- between the 

systems of different Administrations, need to be created. The AOC Consortium has 

established one of such hubs (Via Oberta) and is slowly increasing the amount of services 

offered, which currently include, among others: 

• Verifying the identity details of a citizen 

• Checking whether a citizen is up to date with his tax payments 

• Checking whether a citizen is up to date with his health system payments 

• Verifying residence information of a citizen 

• Checking whether a citizen is admitted to specific social services 

Each of these queries is being addressed to a different institution, but thanks to the Via Oberta 

service they can all be channeled through one single platform, making them easier to 

implement on an automated system.  

 

2.3 – Break down into workgroups 

As has been briefly described above, the technical decision on each of the identified projects 

were delegated to different workgroups, defined by areas of expertise. The workgroups 

created were the following: 

- Legal services workgroup 

- Organizational workgroup 

- Content Management and workflow workgroup 
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- Digital document and archive workgroup 

- Digital Identity en Signature workgroup 

- Electronic document Registry and electronic notification workgroup 

- Electronic invoice workgroup 

 

The main tasks developed by each of the workgroups included: 

- Sharing information on each other’s status on the matter, to reach sufficient 

knowledge on the relative and absolute starting point of each University.  

- Collecting information from providers in the market. In several cases, organizing 

meetings or presentations of specific products, and sharing afterwards critical opinions 

on them. 

- Drafting common documents that describe methodologies or guidelines, so that each 

University can adapt them to their own needs.  

- Defining projects that can be centralized through one of the participating institutions 

while being accessible and useful to all. These projects are described in detail in the 

next section. 

 

2.4 – The Project Coordination Office  

As has been already pointed out, this project brings together the interests and efforts of 

several institutions of varying size, each of which can also have differences among sections or 

departments.  

Leading such a project is a challenging task, and requires not only expertise on the relevant 

fields, but also independency and impartiality, in order to balance the claims of all intervening 

parts and help them reach a consensus. 

Thus, a Project Office needed to be created, with a relevant but limited role. The Office would 

be responsible for: 

• Giving technical advice to both the commission and the workgroups, helping them to 

understand the specific challenges in each project and the solutions available in the 

market. 

• Coordinating the work of the different workgroups, making sure that decisions are 

taken at a reasonable pace, that information is properly shared (see point 2.5) and that 

all universities have access to the results of the workgroup. 

• Helping in the supervision of the projects being executed, assisting the corresponding 

institutions in the process of identifying providers, choosing a solution and requesting 

the fulfillment of all commitments by the chosen provider. 

It is relevant to stress that the Project Office is not entitled or required to make strategic 

decisions in interest of the project, but rather to make sure that all intervening institutions 

have all the information ready and available to take the most informed decisions according to 

their own strategy and interests. 

In order for the Project Office to fulfill all assigned duties, an external provider was 

contracted, and the Office was manned with three specialized consultants, covering the 

different aspects that are relevant to the project: technical expertise in fields regarding 

security, digital document, digital signature and use of digital certificates, knowledge of the 

legal and organizational aspects of the project and project management capabilities. 

Figure 1 shows the actual structure of the several organs that push the project forward. 
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Figure 1: Structure of the Project 

 

2.5 – Information sharing 

Given the large number of participants in the project, the distribution of the tasks into 

interweaved workgroups and the interest of reusing work done by other groups and 

organizations, one of the first needs to be identified was the necessity of a forum to share the 

documentation of the project, including: 

• Minutes of the meetings of the commission and the different workgroups. 

• Drafts for the different agreements and covenants to be discussed. 

• Legislation and other official or semi-official documents on each of the subjects being 

worked upon. 

• Product description obtained from the different providers 

A common intranet was created, using a free software content management tool (Plone) and 

following W3C accessibility guidelines to ensure usability. We have already uploaded over 

250 shared documents on the different aspects of e-Governance, and 114 users are accessing 

them, from the different collectives at each University (ranging from the Legal department to 

Information Technology or Archive). 

This intranet is the first one to be shared collaboratively by all eight Universities to share 

work and information on a common subject. The technological support is being provided by 

UPCnet (www.upcnet.es). 

 

2.6 – Common projects  

The most successful cost saving strategy implemented by the Commission is that of 

centralizing specific projects into one single development or platform that can be used by all 

participating institutions. 

Another institution is being very relevant for this part of the project. The Catalonia Center for 

Supercomputing (CESCA) is an Institute that was created in the 90s, with the cooperation of 

several public entities and especially all Catalan Universities, to provide basic technological 

infrastructures for scientific and technical research.  
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Through a broadband communication structure called the Scientific Ring (Anella Científica), 

the CESCA is already providing several digital services to the University community. That is 

the reason why it has been also integrated in the Commission, and its infrastructures have 

been chosen to host some of the services that will be shared by all involved Universities. 

These services will be accessed by the Universities through an ASP architecture that will 

reduce costs on every University. 

For each the following projects, one specific institution (be it one of the Universities or the 

CESCA) has been appointed to conduct the project in the interest of the group, under the 

supervision of the corresponding workgroup and with the help of the Project Office.  

2.6.a - E-Document Registry 

A platform has been installed in CESCA that will receive digital documents addressed 

to each of the Universities, automatically acknowledging reception with its signature 

on a timestamped hash of the delivered document.  

The software that has been chosen for this has been developed by the AOC consortium 

under the name ERES, and is being freely distributed among Public Administrations 

(although they still need to pay for deployment and integration costs). This is a 

registry tool based on webservices, providing both the functionalities of a standard 

registry as well as remote. 

The first instance of ERES has already been installed in CESCA and has started 

working for the Universitat Rovira i Virgili, while the rest of institutions are analyzing 

whether and how to adapt their registry process to the requirements of the shared 

platform. 

2.6.b – Common University archival policies 

An analysis is being performed on the type of documents that are being managed by 

the Universities in their several internal procedures, in order to determine: 

• The structure of metadata that such documents need, defining a common 

vocabulary that will allow for easier exchanges. 

• A common Classification Table that will, to some extent, define similar document 

series for all University purposes. 

• Common Archival and preservation policies to be applied to the commonly 

described documents.  

This analysis has been contracted to an external provider, whose worked is being 

jointly supervised by the archival responsible in each of three Universities (Universitat 

Pompeu Fabra, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona and Universitat de Girona). 

2.6.c -  E-Document Archive 

A platform will be installed, again in CESCA, for the long-term preservation of digital 

documents, applying the policies resulting from the study described above. 

The software that will be used for this has been developed by the Catalan Agency of 

Electronic Certification, a subsidiary of the AOC Consortium. This tool is called 

iArxiu and is also being offered freely to Public Administrations (albeit the costs for 

deployment and integration must still be paid for). This tool implements the OAIS 

standards for Information Package Submission, Archive and Dissemination, as well as 

the Preservation techniques described in these standards. 

2.6.d -  E-Government rules and guidelines 
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Universities, as any other public administration, are managed according to a set of 

internal rules and Statutes. This will need to be modified to adapt to the new 

possibilities and needs of e-Governance. The legal services workgroup is working on 

this, and an external consultant has been contracted to provide a coherent corpus that 

can be introduced into each University with little, if any, customization. 

2.6.e -  University Services catalogue 

Organization-wise, the most costly process will be that of implementing all existing 

procedures into a workflow and content management tool that allows for the use of 

electronic documents and signature, thus eliminating the need for paperwork in the 

day-to-day administration.  

This is something that each University will have to work on internally, including a 

process of administrative simplification, modeling and analyzing the workflow of their 

procedures.  

In order to soften this work, and to allow for the reusability of any knowledge acquired 

during the process, a project has been defined to elaborate a catalogue of the services 

that are currently being offered by the University administration at each of the 

universities. From this catalogue, a shorter, more detailed one will be created, 

collecting all services that can be considered common. The project will also define a 

common language for procedure modeling that will allow the organization 

departments of each university to share their work and knowledge in this area.  

2.6.f -  Formation and Information Strategy 

Resistance to Change has been identified as one of the main obstacles to the successful 

introduction of e-Governance. University workers have been following the same 

methods and procedures for years, and are comfortable on paperwork, administrative 

files and other supports that are about to become obsolete. These people need 

reassurance on the reliability of the new platforms, and their capability to replicate 

everything that could be done on paper. 

For this reason, a project will be carried out to provide a package of formation 

materials and strategy to present all the changes to the several social groups affected 

(students, teachers, administrative workers, etc). The plan will be then implemented 

internally by each University. 

This project has been itself divided into two steps: a first project for strategy planning, 

where the assistance of an external contractor has already been obtained to define what 

needs to be taught to each collective, and how each of them should be addressed, 

defining communication channels, extension and focus of the different subjects, and 

thus obtaining a description accurate enough to enter the second phase. In this second 

phase, the strategic plan will be executed, be it through the work of each University or 

by hiring again one or several external contractors that will turn the plan into specific 

contents, platforms, videos or any other materials that have been defined as adequate 

for the goals devised.  

 

2.6.g-  Other common platforms 

Three additional possibilities are being explored, for the installation in CESCA of a 

common platform for project contracting, log and electronic evidence registry and 

electronic vote.  
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The first two projects are currently in their strategic planning phase. Two external 

contractors have been hired to analyze how the Universities can profit of a common 

platform providing such services (as opposed to each University developing and 

maintaining their own). The goal of this strategy phase is also to define the specific 

goals that the common platform will fulfill how it will relate to the existing systems in 

each University, and how it will be executed and implanted. This allows the different 

institutions to have a higher control on the process of defining the systems, and also to 

coordinate this with other projects that they might be developing internally. 

The third project is that of an electronic vote platform, that will be hopefully used by 

all Universities to conduct the different electoral processes that take place throughout a 

University’s life cycle. Several providers have been approached on this regard, and a 

project has been pushed forward for acquiring a reusable system that will be installed 

in CESCA. 

 

2.7 – Individual projects  

Although the efforts of the Commission are being aimed at gathering and sharing information, 

and promoting the common projects described above, there are still other projects that each 

University needs to carry on its own, applying the common knowledge obtained through the 

Workgroup. These projects are being partially funded with the amounts offered by the 

Generalitat de Catalunya and include: 

• Working on Business Process modeling and optimization.  

• Contracting a platform for reliable electronic notification. 

• Selecting, deploying and integrating a tool for Enterprise Content and Business 

Process Management. 

• Developing tools for the use of electronic invoices, based on the common Spanish 

standard, facture-e. 

• Offering to their students and employees solutions for obtaining digital certificates 

and digital identities. 

 

2.8 – Calendar and planning 

The Commission for e-Governance was created with the understanding that the modernization 

process would take several years, but that some steps needed to be taken as soon as possible 

in order to respond timely to the requirements of Law 11/2007.  

The special funding granted by the Generalitat de Catalunya was requested with these goals 

in mind, and has been applied to all projects referred to in section 2.4 above, with the special 

condition that the execution step of these projects must have started before December 31, 

2009, and that they must be fully executed before June 30, 2010. The Commission is already 

working on the definition of new goals to carry on the continued collaboration, that whould be 

agreed upon during year 2010.  

 

3.  – Conclusion  

After the first year of work by the Commission for e-Governance in the Universities, we can 

proudly claim that the project is being a success. First of all, this is the largest project to date 

in which all Catalan Universities have been voluntarily and actively involved. Coordinating 
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the needs of such large organizations requires a considerable effort, but it has been made 

possible by the will of all participants and the acceptance of a set of common and urgent 

goals. 

One of the main grounds for the good progress of the project was the acknowledgement, from 

the very beginning, that all affected departments should be involved. The introduction of e-

Governance does involve technology and completely overturns the importance of the 

information systems department. Nevertheless, this is mainly an organizational project, 

involving legal aspects, resistance to change to be managed by human resources and 

communication departments and work for archivists and document specialists. Giving all 

these groups their voice in the commission, as well as specific forums to debate on the more 

technical aspects of their involvement, has led to a very good understanding of the different 

interests that need to be coordinated. 

Given the premises under which the project was presented, the Catalan government got 

involved immediately, interested in both promoting cooperation between Universities, and 

reinforcing the idea that cost-reducing and effort-saving projects should enjoy all public 

support. Both the specific funding obtained from the DIUE, and their technological support, 

have been basic to the success of the project. 

Outside of Catalonia, the countrywide association CRUE (Spanish University Rector 

Conference) has a section specifically focused on Information and Communication 

Technology (CRUE-TIC), which has also provided some common resources and a forum to 

share experiences. In general, however, each University is carrying most projects on their 

own, using different sources of public funding. 

To sum up, we have identified the following items as cornerstones for the success of such a 

project: 

• Creating one single organ to centralize communication between all organizations 

involved and external enterprises and institutions saved a lot of time and 

misunderstandings, while giving the commission larger negotiation power towards 

providers and funders.  

• Involving in the direction of the project different aspects of the organization. This 

gives the group a wider viewpoint and prevents rejection by those departments that 

could feel ostracized.  

• Creating an environment where all information can be easily shared and recovered, 

thus ensuring communication between all involved parties. 

• Even for those projects that will be executed individually, defining common 

requirements and a common vocabulary allows for experience and information to 

be easily shared. 
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