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TRANSPARENCY AND

TECHNOLOGY

Technology and digital systems are increasingly becoming part of our lives,

and when used by governments, those systems, algorithms, and decision-

making tools impact large groups of people. As these technology systems—

such as artificial intelligence, machine learning, personal data collection,

facial and voice recognition, deep fakes software, and algorithmic decision-

making—become more prevalent, greater transparency is needed about

how these technologies impact the public and the provision of goods and

services.
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Each year, banks and other financial institutions approve and reject tens of

thousands of loans and lines of credit; telecommunications companies set

up internet and cellphone towers and administer millions of cellphone

plans; and governments approve and implement tens of thousands of

payments or projects for medical care, education, construction,

infrastructure, electricity, public law enforcement, fire and environmental

protection, and more. The provision of these goods and services—and many

more—is increasingly achieved through the use of advanced technology

systems about which the public is not well informed. 

While new technology systems carry the promise of making products and

services more useful, efficient, and productive, they can also be harmful,

discriminatory, or used for corrupt ends. Transparency is required to ensure

that the use of technology does not contradict democratic principles of

fairness, citizenship, and equality before the law. Transparency will allow

that whatever end an algorithm, system, or process is being used for, both

ends and means are being shared and accounted for.

DIGITAL SYSTEMS, REAL WORLD IMPACT

The government of Austria has turned to blockchain to provide an

increased level of security and transparency for citizens. With the help of a

private communications firm called A-Trust, the government is establishing

centralized, transparent communication about the COVID-19 pandemic

between authorities, institutions, and citizens on the Ardor blockchain

platform. Crucially, citizens can control the use of their own data using

qualified signatures. Naturally, this transparency allows for greater buy-in

into the government’s pandemic-related communication, reducing the risk

of infection for all.

CASE STUDIES IN TECHNOLOGY AND TRANSPARENCY

https://www.occrp.org/en/the-pegasus-project/how-does-pegasus-work
http://web.sabc.co.za/sabc/home/channelafrica/economy/details?id=50a8a998-c72b-42f3-a9e0-33669ba6a382&title=FNB%20responds%20to%20racial%20discrimination%20against%20black%20homeowners
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-06-13-medical-practitioners-lambast-discovery-health-for-unethical-irregular-clawbacks/
https://cointelegraph.com/news/austrian-govt-pilot-aims-to-secure-covid-19-communications-with-blockchain-tech
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In New Zealand, efforts have already begun to address the upcoming issue

of artificial intelligence. Its “algorithm assessment” program requires

government agencies to assess their own use of algorithmic decision-

making and machine learning and then consolidate those results into a

report available online. This allows citizens and professionals to evaluate

how the government is employing artificial intelligence and whether it is

honoring their data privacy.
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IDENTIFY AND UNCOVER “DARK” PROCESSES

“Dark” processes are those which occur behind closed doors or without

transparency, such as administrative decisions about small-business

applications or discriminatory lending practices. Hackathon teams should

identify examples of these processes which could be brought to light online,

whether through publication of relevant information and regulation,

consolidated user portals, providing individuals with access to existing

databases, moving paper processes online, increasing journalistic access to

information, and more. Ideas can be drawn from innovative approaches to

technology transparency across the world.

WHILE NEW TECHNOLOGY SYSTEMS CARRY THE

PROMISE OF MAKING PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

MORE USEFUL, EFFICIENT, AND PRODUCTIVE, THEY

CAN ALSO BE HARMFUL, DISCRIMINATORY, OR USED

FOR CORRUPT ENDS.

https://data.govt.nz/docs/algorithm-assessment-report/
https://www.occrp.org/en/the-pegasus-project/how-does-pegasus-work
http://web.sabc.co.za/sabc/home/channelafrica/economy/details?id=50a8a998-c72b-42f3-a9e0-33669ba6a382&title=FNB%20responds%20to%20racial%20discrimination%20against%20black%20homeowners
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-06-13-medical-practitioners-lambast-discovery-health-for-unethical-irregular-clawbacks/

