Parliaments on the Net, The Hague, 6 May 2010
Ladies and gentlemen, dear colleagues. My name is Rik Driessen. I started working for the Dutch parliament in 1981, the year in which the big economical crisis of the eighties started. And also a year in which the political parties were saying that we had to cut down on the number of civil servants. So what´s new. Since 2004 I am involved in project management, especially in website related projects. One of these projects was our current website, which was launched in the autumn of 2006 and was runner up in the national contest for the Usability Award 2007.
Last year in the beautiful and warm premises of the Portuguese parliament in Lisbon – the Assembleia da República --  I already told you something about the plans of the Dutch House of Representatives for building an API. Today on this special political day of May the sixth – general elections in the UK, with a possible half Dutch winner and exactly eight years after the assassination of Pim Fortuyn, one of the most famous candidates in Dutch political history – I will be able to tell you what progress we made in the past year.

In my speech I will address four subjects (slide 1):

1) Parlis, our parliamentary information system

2) Parlis on the web

3) The API

4) Windows Azure
Since not everybody gathered here today was present during last years ECPRD Conference Parliaments on the net, I will be repeating a few items I addressed in last years speech. But don´t worry, it is not all “old wine in new bags”.

First of all: what is Parlis, our parliamentary information system? (slide 2) In 2007, when this system was still in the making, the parliamentary information system for the plenary sessions consisted of nothing more than a library catalog. On this slide I am showing the data of the Vreemdelingenwet or Immigrant Act. As you can see, this bill counted about a dozen motions and about fifty amendments. So the history of the parliamentary work was written down on paper and not available to public in a digital form.

On the next slide (slide 3) you may notice that the committee proceedings were much more modern. For the committee work we were using a system called Twekis, an acronym for Tweede Kamer Information System. Twekis contained the agenda´s of committee meetings but not the corresponding documents on these agenda´s. This system, installed on the main frame IBM AS/400, had been in use since the end of the seventies. In our IT department there was only one system engineer who knew how this thing worked, but he was getting closer and closer to his pension date.

Slide 4 shows you the search system which was in use at the SDU, the formerly state owned Printing Office. In this web based system the public could search for the official publications, like the agenda´s and records of both chambers of parliament, the official documents, the legislature, the bills, etc. A day or two after a document had left this building, it could be found in this official database. So it was and is not a realtime source of information.

Slide 5. In the beginning of this century the Parlis project started. It was one of the bigger projects of the Dutch E-Parliament program, started by our former colleague André van der Meer en our conference chairman Piet van Rijn.
Parlis contains all the agenda´s and corresponding documents of the plenary and committee sessions. It also contains the voting lists, the voting results, the parliamentary questions and answers, etc. Parlis is also a workflow system. Documents are being put into the system by the Registry and Legislation Office. They are automatically being transferred into the operational stock of the Committee staff. They can put these documents on the agenda of their committee. And after the committee has decided, it is possible that these documents are being put into the operational stock of the Registry and Legislation Office, responsible for the plenary proceedings.
At the end, when the parliamentary business is concluded on this subject, the final documents are being transferred to the SDU, the Printing Office in charge with printing the official parliamentary documents. There is a direct connection between Parlis and the database of the SDU. The SDU receives the documents in MS Word and sends the official printed versions back to Parlis in PDF format.

Parlis is based on MS Sharepoint, the K2 workflow engine and dot net. Each year about 60,000 files are being put into the system. The size of the current Parlis database with the metadata is 5 Gigabyte. The size of the current document database is 30 Gigabyte.
On the next slides I will show you a few screenshots of Parlis. For those who are particularly interested, it is possible to demonstrate the system in its operational capacity. On the first slide (slide 6) you can see a list of all the working committees of our parliament, f.i. Foreign Affairs, Internal Affairs, Defense, European Affairs, etc. 
The next slide (slide 7) shows a list of committee activities in a certain time frame. Of course you can pick any time frame you like.

The third slide (slide 8) shows the activities of a particular committee, in this case the Finance Committee. The items in red are activities that have been cancelled, the yellow ones are activities that were accomplished and the white ones are the activities that are planned. As I said, the system is too large to show it in a few minutes of time.

Some of the information in Parlis is visible on our website (slide 9). But it is only the information which used to be provided by the Twekis system: the agenda´s of the committee proceedings. 
On the next slide you can see al list of committee meetings on a certain day (slide 10).

The following slide (slide 11) contains the agenda of a meeting of the Finance Committee. It only shows the subjects on the agenda and not the corresponding documents. Of course that is not sufficient. The public has a higher demand than that.
Is nothing of this information public on the web? Yes there is, but it is not ours. If you google for “parlis” you will find the site parlis.nl. (slide 12). This site contains the latest parliamentary questions and documents and parliamentary dossiers. But it has nothing to do with our Parliamentary Information System. It was just a clever guy who registered the URL before we tried to do so. But it does not matter a lot. We are not planning to start a special website for parlis information.

There are other sources on the web where people can find parliamentary information. I will show you a few examples. The first one is “ikregeer.nl” (slide 13), which also shows the latest parliamentary questions and answers and parliamentary documents.

The next one (slide 14) is the site officielebekendmakingen.nl or official announcements. This is a government owned website in which the parliamentary documents, transferred from Parlis to the SDU, are being published. It is the successor of the Parlando site which I showed you earlier. It is a search engine and it still is not very user friendly. You have to be a search professional to find the information you want. The information dates from 1995 and beyond.
The next slide (slide 15) also shows a site with parliamentary information: statengeneraaldigitaal.nl. In this case it is the result of a project of the National Library and the House of Representatives. It is a database which contains parliamentary documents, mainly the official parliamentary records (the Handelingen) since 1879 until 1995. At the end of the year the project will be finished. By then, it will contain information from 1814 and beyond.

Of course there are also other sources of parliamentary information on the web. On this slide (slide 16) you can see a dossier on a private member bill of Stef Blok, a MP of the liberal party. And there are many more examples like that on the world wide web.

Last year the House of Representatives started with a project called Parlis information on the web (slide 17). The objective of this project is to integrate Parlis information with the two main parliamentary websites: tweedekamer.nl and Plein2 (intranetsite). First we started with the project stage of the functional design. Under the supervision of a Project Board a project team of Mirabeau – a leading webdesign bureau -- and an internal project team of the House of Representatives completed this task in five months time. The result was a data model of Parlis, 24 wireframes and a document of 90 pages.
On the next slides I will show you a few of the wireframes. These are wireframes, which form the basis for the next stage: the stage of visual design. So that´s the reason why they are not in full colour. The first slide (slide 19) shows the functional design of the new homepage of tweedekamer.nl. There are three sections of the homepage with parlis information: live debate with the plenary agenda, committee activities with the committee agenda´s and parliamentary documents.
In the last section (slide 20) you can navigate to the voting results, the bills, the amendments, the motions, the parliamentary questions and letters of the government to parliament. Parlis is the source for this information, with a realtime connection with the Parlis database via the API. As soon as one of these documents is being put into Parlis, it is shown on the web.

The next slide (slide 21) shows a detail of the wireframe for a MP´s personal page. Each member has a personal page on tweedekamer.nl with his resumé, a link to there site, a list of committees in which the member participates, etc. With the integration of Parlis information on the site, it will be possible to show also the result of the legislative work a member has conducted. You can see his oral and written questions, his amendments, motions and private bills. And on this page there will also be a link to the voting results of the members party. A user survey on the wireframes showed us that people find this particularly interesting. This is the kind of transparancy they want from us.
The next slide (slide 22) gives an example of a voting result, in this case the voting results for a motion. Parlis makes it possible to present the results in a more visual attractive manner. And this was also something the public appreciated. With the integration of Parlis it will also be possible to inform people of what is happening by the use of RSS feeds or alerts by email. I have no doubt that this will be a very strong function on the new website.
With the integration of Parlis it will also be possible to inform the public about the state of the legislative process. This is shown on the next slide (slide 23). We will inform the public in which stage a certain bill is: the introduction stage, the committee stage, the plenary debate stage, the decision stage or the final stage. People will be able to navigate to the documents that correspond with each stage.

On this slide (slide 24) I am showing you the planning of the rest of the project Parlis information on the web. For this project we are working together with three partners:
- Fabrique, one of the leading webdesign bureaus in the Netherlands
- Hinttech, a technical partner with a lot of experience with Tridion, our content management system
- Emid, responsible for the implementation of the search engine Autonomy. 
Testing will be done by using a bètasite on which everything is being shown as it should be on the real site. We cannot afford to make many mistakes on this one, because the public expects from a parliamentary website information that is accurate, reliable and complete. So everything has to work well and that takes a lot of testing and rework.

I already told you that the Parlis information will be transferred onto our site via an API. What is an API? (slide 25). API is an abbreviation for Application Programming Interface. It is a set of routines, data structures and/or protocols in order to support the building of applications.
The practice of publishing API’s has allowed web communities to create an open architecture for sharing content and data between communities and applications. In this way, content that is created in one place can be dynamically posted and/or updated in multiple locations on the web.

1. Photos can be shared from sites like Flickr and Photobucket to social network sites like Facebook and MySpace.

2. Content can be embedded, for example embedding a presentation from SlideShare on a Linked-In profile.

3. Content can be dynamically posted. Sharing live comments made on Twitter to a Facebook account, for example, is enabled by Twitter and Facebook’s API’s.

4. Video content can be embedded on sites which are served by another host.

5. User information can be shared from web communities to outside applications, delivering new functionality to the web community that shares its user data via an open API. One of the best examples of this is the Facebook Application platform.

The next slide (slide 26) makes pretty clear why it can be important to start with building an API. Somewhere on the web I read the following statement: not having an API in 2010 is like not having a website in 1997. With an open API your data can be used by third party applications, by widgets, by social networks and, last but not least, by mobile apps for the iPhone, the iPad or Android devices. Our parliament already has an offer of a company who wants to build an iPad and iPhone app, based on our API.

On the next slide (slide 27) you can see how the API fits into our architecture. I do not have a technical background, so I can only give a brief explanation on this one. The top layer is the one with the information systems, like Parlis and VLOS (system for the verbatim records of parliamentary debates). The middle layer contains the API with the data services and hosting services. The bottom layer is the one with the costumers of the data, for instance our own site, other sites, etc.

On this slide (slide 28) I will show a few more advantages of an API.
· It has a positive effect on the performance of source systems;

· It is innovative as an answer to the demands of modern society;

· It makes it easy to get access to the parliamentary data;

· It provides transparancy of the parliamentary process;

· It can cope with lots of requests for parliamentary data.

For our API we are using the Open Data Protocol. It goes beyond saying that it is absolutely necessary for a parliament to make an API as open as possible.

· The Open Data Protocol (OData) is a web protocol for querying and updating data that provides a way to unlock your data and free it from silos that exist in applications today. 

· OData does this by applying and building upon web technologies such as HTTP, atom publishing protocol and javascript object notation (JSON) to provide access to information from a variety of applications, services, and stores.

Again, as a non technician I am not the expert in this field. But if you want more information on this subject, you can find it on opendata.org.

On this slide (slide 30) you can see a visual regarding the relationship between the Open Data Protocol with other protocols, like JSON, ATOM, XML, HTTP and TCP.

(Slide 31) Now I will tell you something about the next stages in our API Project. At the moment the Parlis API is nearly finished (95%). The next stage is performing a proof of concept on the hosting. For this we intend to use the cloud, in this case Windows Azure. This proof of concept will be finished by next month. If Windows Azure proves to be a succesful concept, we will first use it as a hosting platform for our own website tweedekamer.nl. If and when it has proven its value and reliability, we will open our API for third parties: government agencies, newspapers, weblogs, political parties, political websites, news agencies, etc, etc.

What are the advantages of cloud computing? Why are we thinking of using this concept? (slide 32)
· Reduce costs of building and extending on-premises resources 

· Reduce the effort and costs of IT management

· Respond quickly to changes in your business and customer needs

· Scale your IT resources up and down based on your needs. 

· Focus less energy on managing operational resources and constraints. 

· Remove the need to manage hardware

The next slide (slide 33) shows a visual of our Proof of Concept. On the left you can see the Parlis database and our fileserver. The database contains the Parlis (meta)data, the fileserver the documents or files. Both are being replicated to the Azure cloud by using SQL Azure Data sync and Sync Framework 2.0.

There are a few specific points of interest in the use of Windows Azure. This is why we are conducting a proof of concept:

· Filtering of information to the cloud (not all the Parlis data is public)

· Removal of data from the cloud

· Performance of the platform

· Scalability (upscaling and downscaling)

· Security

· Financial aspects

· Legal aspects
My last slide (slide 35) shows a link to a speech Tim Berners-Lee, one of the founding fathers of the world wide web, held for the TED audience on the use of data on the web. It takes about 16 minutes, but it is worthwhile. I can recommend it to you.
Thanks for your attention. If you have questions, I will be happy to address them. 
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