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Introduction 
The ongoing development of e-services gains much interest from many groups in the society, ranging 

from citizens and organizations to research communities. Initiatives are taken both from separate 

private persons to authorities themselves. Looking at the UN e-government survey 2010
1
 we find 

Sweden (ranked 12) and Estonia (ranked 20) among the top20 in the e-government development 

index, and when it comes to the e-participation index only Estonia is found, this time ranked 9. Thus, 

Estonia
2
 has come furthest with involvement of citizens, while Sweden

3
 and Iceland

4
 is not as mature. 

 

Also the cultural heritage sector would benefit by being able to offer e-services that are developed 

from the citizen’s focus. Thus, the main questions are e.g.; what public information is of interest to 

citizens? And how would they like to access this information? What kind/s of service/s would they 

prefer? The APIS project set out to investigate what e-services could be developed, that increases the 

accessibility and use of public information that resides in governmental agencies and archives.  

 

Regardless of what citizens would answer on the questions above, there is a legal framework around 

public information that must be acknowledged. Therefore, this paper intends to identify similarities 

and differences between the legal frameworks in Estonia, Iceland and Sweden. The aim is to clarify 

what possibilities there are to create and develop e-services based on cultural heritage information, 

and that are citizen-centric, common and border-crossing. The first criterion, citizen-centric, indicates 

that the e-service should be developed in close collaboration with citizens. The second criterion, 

common, specifies that the e-service must be of interest in all countries. Finally, the third criterion 

border-crossing, points to the importance that the e-service can be implemented in any of our 

countries, and accordingly accessed regardless of the citizens location.   

 

Today’s e-services are of diverse types, and can be categorised in different ways. Stage models are 

commonly used to characterise the maturity of a specific e-service, e.g. the e-service can be divided 

into one of four stages; 1) information, 2) interaction, 3) transaction and 4) integration (Albinsson, 

Forsgren, Lind and Salomonsson, 2006
5
). However, both Albinsson et al. (2006) and Lind and 
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Goldkuhl (2008
6
) argue that these models are somewhat problematic since they lead to confusion 

whether this kind of models describe a prescribed trajectory of e-service development or if they 

indicate varying advanced degrees of the e-service/s. Instead they suggest the e-Diamond model, in 

which three polarities become apparent. These are: 

 

”1 Separate vs. coordinated e-services. Separate e-services are such ones that only one 

authority is involved in producing. A coordinated e-service requires several authorities to be 

involved for supplying it. 

2 General vs. individual e-services. General e-services are such ones that are aimed towards a 

general public, while individual e-services requires that the client becomes known to the 

producer / supplier of the e-service. 

3 Informative vs. performative e-services. The informative dimension is only oriented towards 

the possibility for the client to study information supplied by the producer. In the performative 

dimension the client could act communicatively” (Albinsson et al., 2006, p.8). 

 

The APIS project will focus on coordinated, general and informative/performative e-services. The 

reason for this is the intention of creating citizen-centric, common and border-crossing e-services, as 

described above.  

 

The following description and analysis of the legal frameworks is accordingly performed with these 

intentions in mind.   

Legal Context  
The starting point for all legislation in Estonia, Iceland and Sweden is similar, and declares that all 

public information should be free to access by citizens. In Estonia it is the Public Information Act
7
 that 

states this, and the act is guided by a principle that access to public information is unrestricted. In 

Iceland the Administrative Procedures Act
8
 states the right for a party involved with a matter to have 

access to all respective material, and the Information Act
9
 declares a public access to all documents, 

drawings, images, maps, microfilms and electronic data that are relevant to a matter. Sweden rely on 

the Freedom of the Press Act
10

, which holds the principle of free access to public records, thus the 

act regulates that public records should be accessible to citizens.  

 

This fundamental standpoint in turn affects the records management procedures and archival 

practices. Also here the intentions of our legislation is equivalent – i.e. there are regulations 

concerning how to take care of public records from the moment these are created at or received to 

the authority, and how to organise and arrange the archival inventory
11

. In all countries the national 

archives have a specific mission to regulate these matters. Moreover, common for all countries is 

also that legislation is currently being updated and adapted to cover also digital records. Here can be 

noted, that legislation is (or has been) one step behind the technological development, but progress 

is being made. However, there are still laws that do not cover electronic information. 
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So, even if free access to public information is the starting point, there are a number of restrictions 

declared in each country, of which the first concern personal integrity and aims at securing the 

fundamental rights of individuals
12

. However, personal data would not be subject for the kind of e-

service/s the APIS project set out to develop, since we aim at coordinated and general e-services.  

 

Other restrictions are found in regard to national security
13

. These restrictions aim at making sure 

that information that in any way can endanger the safety of the state in any way, should not be 

possible to access. Hence, these regulations concern state secrets and classified information, and 

define under what conditions they are possible to access, that is, if and when permissions can be 

granted. This is least developed in Iceland, where these kinds of restrictions are few, and need to be 

set in law in order to be exempted from general access regulations. Altogether, this means that 

public information is not automatically official – public information must be classified as official and 

must not be classified as secret, in order to be accessible. Again, this kind of classified or secret 

information will not be of interest for the APIS project – instead we will focus on public information 

that is official, and as such freely available. 

 

There are also additional specific laws regulating specific areas, which we do not cover here. It must 

be remembered though, that when developing governmental e-services, it is necessary to be alert 

that there can be restrictions regarding the material, and thus, one need to be aware of any law that 

might influence if and how the e-service could be designed. 

 

Even if there are differences between the countries, developing coordinated, general and 

informative/performative e-services the APIS project set out to do should not encounter any severe 

obstacles. Public information that is not classified as secret is free to access in any of our countries. 

Current Practices Regarding Access 
How information is possible to access differ slightly between the countries, but in general it is can be 

done in some or all of the following; citizens can make a request for information either in person (at 

the archives/authorities), by phone, by mail, or by e-mail. They can also access it directly via websites 

of agencies (when digital), information disclosure by agencies on the web and information disclosure 

by agencies in the media.  

 

When citizens ask for public information digital or not, in Estonia and Sweden, they need not give any 

reason for the request. Instead they should be given the same, without any unreasonable delay. In 

Iceland the processes differ depending on whether they ask for information at the Authority of 

Provenance, or at an Archival Agency. At the authority citizens can request information either about 

a specific personal matter, or about a specific matter, and might be asked to provide confirmation of 

relatedness and reasoning that the requested material is of significance. At the archival agency the 

procedure is similar to the Estonian and Swedish. Depending on type of information, the citizen can 

access the information either by reading the information at the archive, or by receiving copies, 

transcriptions or, when possible, digital versions of the information. For copies and transcriptions 

they might have to pay a fee.  

 

Regarding digital access Estonia has come furthest, one of the most important information disclosure 

principles is the duty of the public sector to disclose information created or received without request. 

The law specify 32 kinds of information that must be reflected on the websites of public agencies. 
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Estonian legislation has also established that individuals should have access to information about the 

kinds of information that can be received from agencies. The records registers of agencies, web-sites 

and Estonian central information portal www.eesti.ee that aggregates information from public sector 

are important tools for that.  

 

This kind of web based access to registers can also be found in Icelandic archival agencies, however, 

the old Inventory system is closed and work to re-design a new is ongoing. The new system is still not 

available online for public use. Iceland has a website where citizens find an overview of online public 

services www.island.is which functions as an internet centre for information and services from any 

public body. Here will in the future be found My Sites, i.e. a portal where citizens find personal 

information about themselves.  

 

Although not regulated, Swedish governmental authorities make a lot of public information available 

at their websites. Just like Estonia and Iceland, Sweden has an over view of online public services 

www.sweden.se. Sweden also has a My Sites service that should provide any information related to 

the person in question, regardless of from where the information is gathered (i.e. business system, 

library, etc.).   

 

The practices around access will probably constitute a bigger challenge than the legal framework, for 

the APIS project. Next follows the results of our analysis of what will make up the main challenges.  

Main Challenges 
From an overarching perspective, we can identify challenges concerning the creation of common 

sector independent policies concerning objectives, strategies and methods on a range of issues, from 

digitisation and digital archives to e.g. how to publish public information on websites.  

 

This is a huge work, which demands border-crossing collaboration and common decisions between 

governmental agencies, authorities and the Archives – Libraries – Museums (ALM) sector. 

Nevertheless, it needs to be done since it has direct influence on the ability to synchronise, 

coordinate and create joint search possibilities. The establishment of these things would make up a 

solid foundation and good preconditions for the development of common e-services. It involves 

things such as  

- a broadened technological exchange and collaboration  

- the development of a common infrastructure  

- standardisation  

 

Moreover, common e-services, digitisation and digital preservation demands engagement from 

several professionals and requires competences from different areas, such as librarians, archivists, IT 

personnel, economic and legal expertise, and so forth. Thus, there are also  

- administrative and organisational challenges  

 

In Sweden parts of this work is ongoing, e.g. the Swedish e-delegation provides guidelines for web 

development
14

, and this is a work in progress. 

 

The above is however not possible to for a future APIS project to address in its entirety – what can be 

done in our project is merely to study if and what kind of progress is taking place in the area, and to 

contribute with thoughts, ideas and examples of how this can be accomplished, based on our 

research and from a citizen-centric perspective.  
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For the APIS project to develop e-services that could be implemented in any of our countries, we 

have also identified some practice-oriented challenges, based on how access is possible today. To be 

noted, is that some of these are country specific – while some of the issues are solved, or on its way 

of being taken care of. Examples of these kinds of challenges are as follows.  

 

There is need of common guidelines concerning how to publish public records on agencies’ web sites 

(and in records registers) as well as practices on which information to publish. There are also 

challenges that arise during transfer of records to public archives, e.g. securing that the description 

of transferred records is sufficient (especially when it concerns record-level metadata), as well as 

ensuring that links are not broken during conversion of record components (electronic computer 

files) to new (archival) file formats. Finally there is the issue to search and retrieve single archival 

records, which must be further developed.  


