Mr.President, Mr.Secretary-General, Honourable and distinguished participants,

The World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) aims “to develop a common vision and understanding of the Information Society and to draw up a strategic plan of action for concerted development towards realising this vision”.

The Summit is - by means of an inclusive approach - expected to develop a global vision for the information Society and confirm that in the emerging Information Society the basic rights which we have agreed upon will continue to apply and can be enhanced, such as freedom of expression and press, participation for all, democracy and acceptance of the rules of law.  

The World Summit on the Information Society should be another step towards global partnership and action, with the active participation of the private sector and civil society.  It will build on the achievements reached through preceding Ministerials and Summits, most recently the UN Special Session on the Information Society, the International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterey, the Doha Conference, and shortly the Global Summit on sustainable development to be held in Johannesburg in August this year. The profound changes of our society are such that addressing the digital divide – either nationally or internationally - has become an important priority for all, if we are to achieve the ambitious objectives set out by the international community, in particular the Millennium Declaration and its goals on peace, security and development. WSIS could assist in reaching those objectives.

At the Millennium Session, the UN General Assembly paid special attention to ICTs on  the basis of a report by a high-level panel of experts and a UN ICT Task Force has thus been created as a practical stem aimed at strengthening the UN system’s role and leadership and in developing effective partnerships with the private sector, civil society and other relevant stakeholders.

EU shares the G8 Digital Opportunity Task (DOT) Force conclusion that, if wisely applied, ICT offers enormous opportunities to decrease social and economic inequalities and to support sustainable local wealth creation, thus helping achieve the broader development goals.  

Mr.President,

The European Union has developed a long-term strategy towards the Information Society. We have developed a comprehensive set of policies aimed at addressing these new and diverse challenges. Our work has focussed on areas such as underlying infrastructure role-out and service provision, market access and trade, research and development, social development and employment, health, cultural diversity, education and training, environment, as well on development of e-commerce, e-government, e-procurement, and many other areas.

Our experience so far is that an integrated policy approach is needed. A strong political leadership and top-level commitment must support this, with a focus on precisely identified actions and solutions with clear targets combined with benchmarking. The EU leaders have defined the so-called Lisbon strategy, which aims for the European Union to become a competitive knowledge-based economy world–wide. Recently, the European Heads of State and Government in Seville agreed on the targets for the new eEurope2005 Action Plan.

But the EU has also developed an experience of dialogue and partnership on the Information Society with many of its international partners: in many bilateral and multilateral Summits and Ministerial meetings, the Information Society has become an important agenda point as an integral part of many of our economic co-operation programmes and development aid programmes with third countries.

Mr.President,

The European Union stands ready to share our experiences in the information society in a constructive preparatory process leading towards the World Summit on the Information Society. But what should we expect of the Summit? 

First of all, we expect close interaction and exchanges between all interested parties. Within the EU, we have developed an excellent co-operation with the private sector and civil societies in addressing the challenges of the Information Society. We have come to appreciate that this tri-partite approach is both essential and fruitful. It enhances the democratic process of participation for all, and it allows us to combine the investment and market knowledge of the private sector, the grass-roots experiences of civil societies, and the policy setting and regulatory capabilities of governments into a rich process of development. 

Secondly, we believe that it will be necessary for the Summit to focus on a limited number of important political topics. This will allow Heads of State and Government to set a political agenda so we can move forward in a co-ordinated way. 

We would therefore like to propose that during the next few days we aim at defining a common and focussed agenda. It should at the same time address aspects ranging from the digital divide, ICT policies aiming at poverty alleviation and economic wealth creation to topics such as broadband, network and information security, consumer confidence and trust. Accordingly we would like to submit some concrete suggestions for 3 clusters of topics which we believe should be at the core of the national e-strategies being developed by all countries . The 3 clusters are:

1.
e-Government: a cluster around governance, covering the interaction between government, citizens and business, and the governance of the sector; 

2.
e-Learning: a cluster around access to knowledge and skills, local content, multi-lingual and cultural diversity and intellectual property rights; e-Business; 

3.  e-Inclusion: a cluster around the social cohesion within the information society   context, including access and participation for all, gender issues, use of ICT in daily  life and work, e-Health. 

In these clusters it is implied that security, privacy protection, and general trust are  underlying conditions in order to build people's confidence on the information society. 

Obviously, an enabling environment is needed to allow progress on the above clusters, notably the implementation by all UN member states of pro-competitive policy and transparent regulatory frameworks and commitments for effective market opening and competition.

Thirdly, beyond the Political Declaration from the Summit, there is a need to associate all key national, regional and international stakeholders. This also implies from the beginning, going beyond participation just of the private sector and civil societies, a close association of the media, the educational and academic world, and the cultural and artistic environments.

Moreover, we are convinced that the traditional format of Summits is increasingly giving rise to situations where the population at large feels excluded from the political discussions as we have seen in Seattle, Prague, and Genoa. A new approach and format for the Summit that includes all partners and players is both desirable and a political necessity. It should be complemented by extensive use of ICT for communication and participation. In the EU paper submitted to the Secretariat, a number of concrete proposals have been made on how to enrich the Summit by means of a “networked series of events” through which all interested stakeholders can participate actively in the debate. EU is ready to provide an active contribution to such a process.

Mr. President.

In summary, the main objective will be to agree on an agenda, to agree on the deliverables and to settle the process details. 

The EU wants a focussed agenda covering few topics. This will give a better guarantee for good results.

Finally, the Summit has to be a new point of departure for the future. This means opening new perspectives based on information and communication technologies and benefiting from a broad political impetus to the benefit of an inclusive, open, and just Information Society, and developing an Action Plan built on the consensus of all stake-holders, be it in developing or developed countries, whether in government, the private sector, or civil society.

In recognition of the importance of the WSIS, the European Union will fully support the process and hope to contribute significantly to its success. 

___________________________
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