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China’s policies for control of the Internet have been fertile ground for academics and popular press alike in dissecting the impossibilities or possibilities of regulating the new communications media. As a non-democratic, authoritarian state, China has attempted to retain tight reign over information and communication over the internet (otherwise known as the ‘Great Firewall of China’) but have also recognised the economic and social benefits that it can bring.  This paper will explore first how the Chinese authorities have incorporated e-government into their governing practices, secondly, the impacts that these projects have had thus far on the social welfare of the Chinese people and lastly discuss the particular obstacles China faces in bridging the digital divide and coming to terms with transparency of governance in a communist state.

The benefits of e-governance to China are obvious.  China’s problem of governing such a geographically diverse and huge population cries out for the benefits that instantaneous communication and efficient information management systems provide.  The current system of government is riddled with corruption and inefficiency, the majority of Chinese citizens in ignorance of the law and their rights.  E-governance facilitates the delicate balance between de-centralisation of power and central government remaining at the helm of policy making.  China’s leaders have initiated a series of online programmes to reap the benefits of using the information economy called ‘Government Online Project’ and its ‘Golden Projects’.  These may tackle China’s geographic divide, but will they also be able to solve social and educational disparities (otherwise known as the ‘digital divide’)?   An underlying current in, and certainly a hindrance to policy making is the possibility that transparent governance will expose weaknesses in the Chinese authorities.  Information control has always been an effective tool that Communist governments have used to retain power, e-governance may be the thin wedge that leads to encouraging the Chinese population to be more independently minded, independently thinking and communicative in these ideas, bringing a dilemma to policy makers .  

