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INTRODUCTION

One of the Commission’s ten priorities put forward by President Juncker1 is to remove
barriers to a digital single market in Europe. The public sector, which accounts for over a
quarter of total employment and contributes to approximately a fifth of the EU’s GDP through
public procurement, plays a key role in the digital single market as a regulator, services
provider and employer.
Member States are digitising their public administrations to save time, reduce costs, increase
transparency, and improve both data quality and the delivery of public services. However,
digital public services are not yet a reality in the European Union, as shown by the 2016
Digital Economy and Society Index for eGovernment.2 When it comes to cross-border
services in the Union, the situation is even more challenging as there are still barriers to
access cross-border services.3
There is still great potential to further improve public services through end-to-end integration
and automation, making better use of reliable sources of information, and openly publishing
public data while ensuring that citizens’ and businesses’ records are treated in accordance
with data protection rules to increase trust and confidence. National public services should be
linked and reach beyond national borders to interconnect with similar services at EU level,
thus contributing to the digital single market. For this to happen, there should be a
coordinated approach, at all levels, when legislation is prepared, when public administrations
organise their business processes, when information is managed and when IT systems are
developed to implement public services. Otherwise the existing digital fragmentation will be
intensified, which would endanger the offering of connected public services across the EU.
Interoperability is a key factor in making a digital transformation possible. It allows
administrative entities to electronically exchange, amongst themselves and with citizens and
businesses, meaningful information in ways that are understood by all parties. It addresses all
layers that impact the delivery of digital public services in the EU, including:


legal issues, e.g. by ensuring that legislation does not impose unjustified barriers to the
reuse of data in different policy areas;



organisational aspects, e.g. by requesting formal agreements on the conditions
applicable to cross-organisational interactions;



data/semantic concerns, e.g. by ensuring the use of common descriptions of exchanged
data;
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technical challenges, e.g. by setting up the necessary information systems environment
to allow an uninterrupted flow of bits and bytes.

The Commission identified the need for interoperability between public administrations back
in 19994 and since then has supported programmes to develop, promote and use
interoperability solutions in the EU. In 2010 it adopted a Communication5 entitled ‘Towards
interoperability for European public services’ containing in annex the European
interoperability strategy6 (EIS) and the European interoperability framework7 (EIF). Since
then, the European interoperability framework has served as a reference throughout the Union
and beyond, and was the basis of most national interoperability frameworks (NIFs) and
strategies. Building on this success, it is now time to update and extend the current European
interoperability framework to take on board new or revised interoperability requirements that
arise from Union policies and programmes as well as from public administrations, while
taking into account technological developments and trends.
In this context, it is recalled that the Communication on a Digital Single Market Strategy for
Europe,8 of 6 May 2015, recognises interoperability as a prerequisite for “efficient
connections across borders, between communities and between public services and
authorities” and calls for the revision and extension of the existing European interoperability
framework.
2

INTEROPERABILITY STATE-OF-PLAY AND WAY FORWARD

The Interoperability Solutions for European Public Administrations (ISA) programme (20102015),9 and its successor the ISA² programme (2016-2020),10 are the main instruments
through which the current European interoperability strategy and European interoperability
framework have been implemented. This has involved a variety of actions that aimed to
improve digital collaboration between public administrations in Europe.
The national interoperability framework observatory (NIFO) established by the Commission
in the context of the implementation of the ISA programme to measure progress and monitor
4
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the state-of-play of interoperability in the Union has shown that in 2014, the alignment of
national interoperability frameworks to the European interoperability framework had reached
an average rate of 72 %.11 However, the level of national interoperability framework
implementation in specific national projects was 45 % in 2015, which shows that there are
still difficulties with the practical implementation of the current recommendations.
Public administrations need more specific guidance on how to improve governance of their
interoperability activities, establish cross-organisational relationships, streamline processes
supporting end-to-end digital services, and ensure that existing and new legislation do not
compromise interoperability efforts. This guidance is put forward in an updated set of
interoperability recommendations included in the European interoperability framework, as set
in Annex 2 to this Communication.
These recommendations should help public administrations to:


improve their national governance of interoperability activities,



use common operational models to develop better digital public services and include
the needs of citizens and businesses from other EU Member States,



manage data they own in common semantic and syntactic formats to make it easier to
publish it on portals, and to aggregate, share and reuse it.

The updated interoperability recommendations evolve to take into account EU policies such
the revised Directive on the reuse of Public Sector Information,12 the INSPIRE directive13 and
the eIDAS Regulation.14
New EU initiatives, such as the European Cloud initiative,15 the EU eGovernment Action
Plan 2016-202016 and envisaged ones such as the Single Digital Gateway,17 are also
considered so that the updated interoperability recommendations contribute to their
implementation.
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The need to revise the European interoperability framework was confirmed during
consultation activities18 with all concerned stakeholders, namely Member States’ public
administrations, citizens, businesses, and other interested parties such as Union institutions
and bodies.
3

THE NEED FOR A NEW EUROPEAN INTEROPERABILITY FRAMEWORK

To address the interoperability challenges identified, the Commission presents in this
Communication the new European interoperability framework and the strategy to implement
it.
The new European interoperability framework puts more emphasis on how interoperability
principles and models should apply in practice and considers emerging policy-related and
technological needs. The number of recommendations has increased from 25 to 47.
Recommendations are made more specific to facilitate their implementation. There is a
stronger focus on openness and information management, data portability, interoperability
governance and integrated service delivery.19
Implementation of the European interoperability framework is guided by the following vision:
‘Public administrations should provide key interoperable user-centric digital public services to
businesses and citizens, at national and Union levels, supporting the free movement of goods,
people, services and data throughout the Union’. This vision has been widely endorsed20 by
the consulted Member States' representatives in ISA and ISA² committees, public
administrations, and other stakeholders.
The Communication is accompanied by an interoperability action plan (as set in Annex 1),
split into five strategic focus areas. It is based on interoperability priorities that should support
the implementation of the European interoperability framework over 2016-2020.
The interoperability action plan should guide the European interoperability framework’s
implementation. In addition, Member States are expected to complement EU-level actions
(identified in the interoperability action plan) with national actions, thus ensuring coherence,
essential for the successful application of interoperability in the public sector in the Union.
The interoperability action plan addresses issues related to the identification of solid
mechanisms to govern interoperability at national level and across borders, collaboration
between organisations, engagement of stakeholders, and awareness raising on the benefits of
18

The SWD(2017)113 related to the synopsis report on the consultation activities shows that Member States and
EU institutions mentioned the need for a new European interoperability framework to (i) take account of new
technological trends (73 %); (ii) provide practical and more targeted guidance for the implementation of
interoperability requirements (73 %); and (iii) align with the evolution of EU strategies, in particular the digital
single market strategy (65 %).
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The SWD(2017)112 on Revision of the European Interoperability Framework - Analysis, gives details about
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The SWD(2017)113 related to the synopsis report on the consultation activities shows that 87 % of
respondents agreed with this vision.
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interoperability. It also covers the development, improvement and promotion of key
interoperability enablers and supporting instruments, while considering the needs and
priorities of end users.
4

FOCUS AREAS

4.1

Ensure governance, coordination and sharing of interoperability initiatives

Realising interoperability of public administrations requires governance and coordination
bodies, and processes for planning, implementing and using interoperability solutions, both
nationally and across the Union.
In this context, the key role of the Commission and the Member States is twofold:
i.

to govern, coordinate and share all interoperability initiatives21 at national and Union
levels in view of ensuring that public administrations follow the principles and
recommendations of the European interoperability framework,22

ii.

to foster better cooperation across all levels of public administrations in the Union and
break down the remaining organisational and digital silos.

The Commission and the Member States should implement the European interoperability
framework. The Commission will monitor the implementation of the European
interoperability framework through the ISA² programme.23
The ISA² programme will play a key role in developing, establishing, maturing, operating,
reusing, improving and promoting interoperability solutions facilitating cooperation between
public administrations. The Commission, supported by the ISA² Programme, will ensure the
appropriate governance of interoperability, classify and promote interoperability solutions,
and coordinate the various EU interoperability initiatives.24
4.2

Develop organisational interoperability solutions

Businesses and citizens should be able to benefit from interoperable public services based on
a better integration of business processes and exchange of information between public
administrations in the Union.
In this context, organisational interoperability means integrating or aligning crossorganisational business processes and formalising relationships between service providers and
consumers of European public services.

21

Interoperability initiatives should be understood as actions and solutions (i.e. frameworks, services and tools)
that contribute to the improvement of interactions between European public administrations, at all levels,
including the sharing of information and knowledge between organisations. These initiatives should cover all
levels of interoperability: legal, organisational, semantic and technical.
22
The proportionality principle limits EU action to what is necessary to achieve agreed policy objectives. This
means that the EU will opt for solutions that give Member States the most freedom possible.
23
Decision (EU) 2015/2240 on ISA², Article 1 Paragraph 2.
24
Decision (EU) 2015/2240 on ISA², Articles 1 and 3.
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4.3

Engage stakeholders and raise awareness on interoperability

Each interoperability initiative should be driven by a specific business case showing that
interoperability is a worthwhile investment and that user needs are better fulfilled when
information systems can communicate with each other.
In this context, public administrations should:
i.

measure and communicate the main benefits that could be achieved by applying the
European interoperability framework principles and recommendations,

ii.

foster the application of the European interoperability framework and the solutions it
proposes.

As end users, businesses and citizens should also be involved in the design, analysis,
assessment and evolution of European public services. For this reason, the interoperability
action plan has a specific action on user engagement, to collect businesses’ and citizens’
(including those with disabilities) views and needs in a participative and collaborative way.
The Commission and Member States should as much as possible guide the design and
development of public services based on user needs.
4.4

Develop, maintain and promote key interoperability enablers

Today, public administrations manage large amounts of data in different formats, using
different data management methods, hosting multiple copies in many different repositories
and often publishing it on portals throughout Europe with no harmonisation in terms of
content and presentation. This explains why they reuse existing information about citizens
and businesses in only 48 % of cases.25 This often makes the delivery of public services to
citizens and businesses cumbersome and time-consuming. It may also raise questions of trust
in relation to data protection.
To improve the quality of European public services digitally delivered to end users, the
Commission and Member States should define, develop, improve, make operational, maintain
and promote a set of key interoperability enablers,26 while ensuring the security of exchanged
data.
4.5

Develop, maintain and promote instruments that support interoperability

When designing, implementing and using interoperability solutions Member States need the
support of practical instruments, i.e. tools, frameworks, guidelines and specifications, which
are necessary for achieving interoperability at national level and across borders. The
Commission and Member States should promote the reuse of existing instruments and further
develop new ones, in particular:

25

As mentioned in Section 4.3.2 E-Government of the Digital Single Market Strategy (COM(2015) 192 final).
As stipulated in Article 2(14) of the ISA2 legal decision, ‘key interoperability enablers’ means interoperability
solutions (e.g. services and tools, standards and specifications) that are necessary for the efficient and effective
delivery of public services across administrations.
26
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the European interoperability reference architecture and European interoperability
cartography;27



ways of assessing the ICT implications of the Union law28 and identifying gaps in
legislation hampering interoperability;29



the ‘sharing and reuse framework for IT solutions’ developed in the context of the
ISA² programme, to promote and improve the sharing, collaborative development and
reuse of IT solutions (including open source) by public administrations.
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FINANCIAL INSTRUMENTS

The Commission will support, promote and monitor the implementation of the
interoperability action plan, and the European interoperability framework in general,
primarily through the ISA² programme.
Planned actions may also in whole or in part be financed by other instruments, for example:


Horizon 202030 can support actions related to innovation in the public sector;31



the ‘Connecting Europe’ facility32 can support the deployment and use of key crossborder mature digital services such as electronic identification, procurement and
interoperable health services;



the European structural and investment funds33 can support actions related to digital
growth through the development of ICT products and services34 and those related to
strengthening the institutional capacity and efficiency of public administrations;35



the structural reform support programme36 can support public administrations in the
implementation of the national dimension of the European interoperability framework.

Other financial instruments may support the implementation of the interoperability action plan
or the European interoperability framework through targeted actions in specific policy areas.
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Decision (EU) 2015/2240 on ISA², Article 3(f).
Decision (EU) 2015/2240 on ISA², Article 3(c).
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Regulation(EU) No 283/2014 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 March 2014 on guidelines
for trans-European networks in the area of telecommunications infrastructure and repealing Decision No
1336/97/EC.
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Thematic Objective No 2 of the ESIF.
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http://ec.europa.eu/about/srss/index_en.htm.
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MONITORING AND REPORTING

Implementation of the European interoperability framework, and in particular the
interoperability action plan, is only possible through joint ownership by the Commission and
the Member States. The Commission, supported by the ISA² programme, should govern and
coordinate implementation and monitoring.
The Commission will create an integrated framework for monitoring, assessing and reporting
on progress in implementing the European interoperability framework and the interoperability
action plan. These activities will be carried out within the remit of the interoperability
observatory work under the ISA² programme using key performance indicators and
measurable targets.
By the end of 2019, the Commission will evaluate the implementation of the European
interoperability framework. Based on the evaluation results and in accordance with the
principles of better regulation, the Commission may assess whether the specific
recommendations of the European interoperability framework should be part of a mandatory
instrument.
7

CONCLUSION

There is wide consensus among stakeholders on the need to update the existing European
interoperability framework. If no action is taken, Member States, in their efforts to meet
current challenges quickly, may opt for individual and diverging approaches to
interoperability. This would result in incompatible solutions that may increase digital
fragmentation across the EU and hinder the realisation of the digital single market.
The new European interoperability framework has been shaped in close collaboration with the
Member States and following a wide consultation process with all other relevant stakeholders.
Its successful implementation will require the active involvement of all actors, especially
public administrations. The planned actions will ensure that the new European interoperability
framework can achieve its ultimate objective of interoperable user-centric public services in
the EU.
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