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Introduction

The staging of the World Summit on Information Society (WSIS) underscores the urgent need for the entire global community, regardless of its varying stages of development in Information and Communications Technology (ICT), to come together and embark on a pragmatic and practicable voyage of unity. 

ICT, with its dynamism and reach is, indeed, the most straightforward course that can bridge gaps between peoples. Technology gives wings to man’s aspirations, better people’s lives, narrow the chasm between the haves and the have nots and offer security for our collective futures.

The Philippines, as a member of the Asian Region, acknowledges and embraces the principles advocated by the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), voiced during the 16th Plenipotentiary Conference at Marrakesh in Morocco, on ICT and its role in building a better world for all peoples. It welcomes the initiatives of the WSIS and supports the precepts it invokes, particularly in bridging the digital divide. It recognizes that the future of humanity depends on a shared abundance resulting from the universal benefit of an information society.

ASSESSMENT OF THE REGION 

1.   ASIA with its own geographic regions

Asia is roughly comprised of three (3) geographic regions: 

East Asia- Peoples Republic of China, including the previous European colonies Hongkong and Macau, Japan, North and South Korea and Taiwan (Republic of China). The business predominance of East Asia in the whole region can be measured by the brand of recognition for their companies, South Korea is seen as the most wired country on earth, with IT a major contributor to growth and competitive advantage, with Japan and Taiwan not far behind. China is the most populated country in the world, clearly indicating that China is the most rapidly expanding significant consumer market worldwide.

South East Asia- Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, Myanmar, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Singapore and Brunei.  Indonesia dominates the sub-region in both population and size. Singapore though one of the smallest countries geographically and population wise is the economic power of the region and Brunei due to its wealth, joins Singapore as one of the wealthiest countries of the world.

There is further sub-grouping in Southeast Asia, referred to as Indo-China, which includes Thailand, Burma/Myanmar, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos. They are considered as exciting consumer markets after China.

SOUTH ASIA- includes India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh. India is the second most populated country in the world and has a strong IT sector.  

Building on the momentum that has already been established by activities such as the G8 Digital Opportunities Task Force and the United Nations ICT Task Force, the Tokyo Declaration and Action Plan of APT, the ASEAN Vision 2020 and the recent Manila Declaration by ASEAN, and others, the ASIAN Regional Conference can formulate its ASIAN APPROACH TO THE WSIS” as its contribution to the WSIS Summit which shall be participated in by Heads of State, world leaders of the industry and the civil society.

The Asian Region can also find helpful reference to other regional conferences and contributions from the ITU membership.

2.  ECONOMIC and TECHNICAL BASE OF THE REGION

Asia’s economy is marked by diversity. The last five years have seen tremendous opportunities and creativity in the region’s telecommunication industry. A major factor contributing to the changing landscape is deregulation, which has increased competition in Asia forcing price cuts and decreasing profits. The shape of the market has changed due to the advent of VOIP, fiber optics, wireless access, mobile and the growth of data traffic. A combination of forces is having a tremendous impact, dramatically reducing the time between profitable growth and bankruptcy. 

In Asian countries where fixed line penetration is very low, the comparatively low cost and minimal time for wireless network rollout has given the mobile communications market to thrive in the region.

Wireless Internet services have been slow to take flight compounding the lack of revenue growth for the operators. 2.5G and 3G growth is only expected to shift into high gear in late 2004or early 2005.

IP technology is both a bane and bliss for telecom operators. It has brought on erosion of voice revenues. Conversely, the technology has impacted the underlying costs ob both transmission and switching, thereby releasing huge amounts of capacity into the market as well as facilitating the introduction of more cost effective services.  

Asia Pacific, with its huge populations and little legacy infrastructure, is one of the most promising territories for VOIP. Despite the current economic slow down, very strong growth, rates for VOIP minutes and service revenues are forecast.

Data communications and Internet markets are expected to be the new starlets in the telco arena. Governments throughout the region continue to acknowledge the importance despite the recent technology meltdown.

Data service is believed to replace IDD as the single biggest revenue stream for incumbent operators in developed countries through 2003. Broadband will continue in its upward trend, driven by the same forces. 

The advent of new transmission technologies, as optical fiber, has enabled backbone or inter-exchange transmission capacity to be increased at a relatively low incremental cost. This in turn has paved the way for affordable and commercially viable bandwidth –intensive applications such as video and high-speed data transfer.  

Most Asian nations are eager to develop an information economy as quickly as possible, At the most basic level; information technology manufacturing and export opportunities provide strong incentives. Information infrastructure is also central to the continued vitality of numerous other service sectors. Even more, the integrating power of communication and communication technologies help national economies become more flexible and able to adapt more rapidly to changing environment.  

The Asian operators have been relatively unscathed compared to their North American and European cousins. The overall conservatism in infrastructure investments and licensing bids has spared most carriers from the roller coaster ride.

The sustainable survival of the region’s service providers depends on the pace of recovery in investment and consumer optimism, which have been vulnerable to external shocks and internal currents in and around the region.  

3. ASIA”S STRENGTHS & CHALLENGES

The Asia-Pacific hosts two thirds of the world’s population. Three Asian countries – China, India and Indonesia are among the four most populous nations in the world. While the Asian economic crisis caused limited change in the structure of economics, corporations, finance, and banking institutions, 2002 saw a resurgent ASIA, more stable and in many ways the most exciting regional consumer market worldwide. Asian economies have shown substantive gains. With a few exceptions, it is an upbeat region right now, though continued growth does depend on a turnaround in other international countries.

On the stock market, China continues to shine. Japan as the most influential Asian economy at last seems to be showing some signs of having reached the bottom and on the way to a slower recovery while Indonesia posted a quiet but substantive recovery. China and South Korea are by far the economic stars of the past few years. This year saw China’s GDP grow by over 7.5% and South Korea by 3.7%.

It would be correct to say that foreign investment, fuelled by lackluster markets overseas, is behind much of the relative buoyancy. However, it is much correct to say that a substantive factor also is local and regional investment. (Asian Market Research)
Telecommunications in Asia

In 2001, the ASIAN region emerged as the world’s largest telecommunication market. It is today home to over one-third of the earth’s telephone subscribers. With a total of 43.7 million fixed lines in operation and 8.5 million mobile subscribers, South Asia accounted for 4 per cent of the world’s fixed lines and less than one percent of cellular subscribers in the year 2001. South Asia’s average fixed –line teledensity as 3.2 and the mobile teledensity was 0.63. When compared to the rest of the world, South Asia is one of the fastest growing markets despite its low telephone penetration. During the past decade, there has been a phenomenal increase in telephone facilities in South Asia. In 2001, the number of public telephones exceeded the one million mark. Telecommunication infrastructure in South Asia is not lacking. There has been unprecedented telecommunications network growth in the region. All together, over one billion inhabitants in South Asia, or 88 per cent of the population, have access to telephone service.

THE FILIPINO VISION: 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has always been a priority with the present government. HER EXCELLENCY GLORIA MACAPAGAL ARROYO in her first State of the Nation address acknowledge the fact that it is with ICT that the Philippines will make its mark in a highly competitive and global environment.

In a very recent meeting on December 7, 2002 with the Philippine Information Technology and E-Commerce Council (ITECC), President Arroyo approved the consolidation of initiatives and roles for the creation under one office, a Department of Information and Communication Technology, to unify all development efforts and give ICT a high government focus, with private sector and civil society and other stakeholders playing a major role for the success of an Information Society to promote sustainable development, and bringing about its full benefits to all. President Arroyo is pushing the Philippine Congress to approve the creation of a Department of Information and Communications Technology  (DICT).

In the Philippines’ Medium Term Development Plan, ICT and its developmental agenda set the tone and pace by which the Philippines is undertaking its ICT programs.

Under the Plan, the Philippines shall use information and communications technology (ICT) to face the challenges of our nation’s emergent economy as well as establish our standing as a competitive player in the world market. It is our vision that in the 21st Century, the Philippines would have laid the infrastructure for every business, every agency, every school, and every home in the Philippines to have access to information technology. 

The Philippines fully adheres to the development goals set out by the UN Millennium Declaration to “fully exploit all the new opportunities provided by ICTs and of their combination with traditional media” to fight poverty and gender inequalities; that by empowering people we must involve everyone in decisions about how ICT should be developed, deployed and use; and since the magnitude of the challenge posed by ICT is spectacular, all the more has it become important to be able to keep our focus on people- on their basic needs to alleviate their state of being; the enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms and on the obligations and responsibilities we bear to each other. 

It is for this reason that the Philippines welcome the WSIS as it represents a unique opportunity to address issues of the importance of ICTs for development among world leaders in governments, the industry, and the civil society. 

The PRINCIPLES 

On the basis of national experience and its ICT vision, the Philippines supports the following principles and fundamental objectives to guide governments, the private sector and other organizations for a global shared vision and plan of action.

1. Creating an Enabling Environment for the Information Society

A Government, in consultation with individuals and stakeholders, must create an overall framework for the information society by adopting policies, laws, regulations, and practices that establish and support ICT.

Under the Philippine Medium Term Development Plan, ICT takes on a substantial role in nation building and in the nation’s quest for stability, security, and advancement. 

To build on the country’s strengths and gain greater momentum in the nation’s quest for rapid and sustainable development and growth, the Philippines shall further enhance its competitive edge in ICT by: (a) building the physical infrastructure to ensure wider, faster and reliable access at low cost to information and other ICT resources, especially in the underserved rural areas; (b) enhancing the policy and legal environment to promote ICT development and universal access to information and other ICT resources; (c) developing the country’s human potential to enable Filipinos to compete in the digital age; and (d) promoting the use of ICT to streamline business processes and modernize government operations for greater productivity.

2. Promoting E-Governance

Respect for all human rights and fundamental freedoms, including access to information and meaningful participation by individuals and interested parties and provide high standards of accountability and transparency.

3. Increasing access to communication networks and information services. 

Governments and their partners must develop policies and programs to ensure that all communities and peoples have affordable access to communication networks and services and facilitate access to culturally relevant and linguistically diversified information and to promote affordable public access to computers, applications, and electronic information services. 

4. Fostering the creation and digitization of local content

Governments and all stakeholders must support and stimulate creative endeavors to develop software; applications and content production, which respond to local needs, embody local knowledge and reflect local perspectives.
5. Developing human capacity through education and training.

Education is envisioned to empower peoples and enable them to acquire knowledge, understanding communication skills and to be able to use ICT to access, create, and apply knowledge to develop and provide ICT products and services for local and global markets redounding to stronger economies and overall progress.

6. Encouraging community involvement and empowerment

Governments in collaboration with the private sector and the civil society must place emphasis on community based initiatives, particularly at the grassroots level which include actions aimed at geographical communities especially those living in rural and remote areas and the urban poor, women and demographic groups, and virtual communities of interests. Access to information promotes empowerment. People are given the instrument and the capability to pursue their goals and realize their potentials as productive members of the Information Society.

7. Strengthening information and communication network security

The ongoing changes in Information and Communications Technology brought about a radical revolution in the mode of distribution in information and communication. The Internet, for instance, provides us a faster, almost instantaneous means of communication and reliable source of information, bridging time, and space between peoples. However, the Internet, being an open network accessible to all, is fraught with concerns on reliability and the security of its existing networks, particularly for sensitive or valuable transactions, whether in business or government matters. There is an urgent need to address this valid concern on breached security. At the ITU Plenipotentiary Conference in Morocco, member countries stated that, “the benefits of ICTs can only be fully harnessed if there is confidence that these technologies and networks are reliable and secure.” Technical measures prove essential, even critical in our quest to improve network security. While different countries, and different service providers and telcos have their own security measures being implemented, it is certainly not enough to curb the growing and real threat of network security. Cooperation among all policy makers, subscribers, end users and providers or telcos is critical in developing breakthrough and relevant policies that will pave the way for coming up with commonly acceptable international standards and regulatory policies that will truly protect and promote the welfare of all peoples.

All of these measures will help in the creation of a safe and user-friendly digital environment, and therefore assist in the development of new applications and the diffusion of information communication technologies for the benefit of all.
8. Improving market access for products and services, especially from developing countries.

The advent of the new millennium also saw the continuing success of e-business. Despite the dot-com crashes of recent years, e-business remains a viable and reliable option of doing commerce. ICT in business, particularly for developing regions and countries, is a practical and workable alternative to promote business, increase a nation’s productivity through lower transaction and overhead costs. A tribal community based at Palawan in the Philippines can sell its handicrafts even as far as Europe and not necessarily have a brick and mortar store built there. The possibilities are endless. There is an exchange in goods and even culture, which is precisely the aim of ICT. Yet, in developing countries, Internet access does not come cheap compared to more developed countries. What is necessary to stay competitive in the global market is to have equal access to ICT, meaning access/availability to equal rates and services, a situation, which developed countries, can help rectify.  
The PLAN OF ACTION

In formulating Plan of Action, government must play a leading, practical role, taking the lead in developing national strategies that would favorably intensify and strengthen ICT in its shores. The Philippines has, for the past years, been pushing for the full implementation of our own national ICT agenda of action. Starting from the very basic need of providing telecommunication facilities to the remotest “barrios” or villages in the rural areas, to securing partnerships with major telecommunication giants to build bigger and more efficient telecommunication networks, to providing a regulatory environment, that is aimed at increasing the nation’s subscriber-base and protecting consumer as well as industry player interest, the Arroyo Administration has designated ICT as the nation’s engine of growth--- a necessary action as ICT involves and affects all aspects of the nation’s advancement in the new century.

As we have learned from our experience, ICT necessitates decisiveness, as it is a constantly evolving technology, requiring a concerted and cohesive effort between all concerned. Establishing a proposed Action Plan for the ASIAN Region would require that we look into the ICT needs of both developed, developing and underdeveloped nations, where circumstances and priorities vary according to economics.

Developing a straightforward, yet comprehensive Plan of Action would require us to identify a country’s needs and priorities according to the principles and themes established at the first PrepCom. This will help rationalize the limitless input that is expected from participating nations into concrete, relevant, and immediate needs and solutions--- as proposed by the Canadian Model Plan of action. As the Asian region is a huge continent with diverse cultures and in varying states of economic standing, it would be more manageable to break it down into regions, (e.g. South Asia, East Asia, South-east Asia) identifying the most significant, immediate needs, the availability of its resources and the suggested resolution. An ASIAN Regional Plan of Action can then be crafted from the sub-regions’ inputs capturing, in essence the region’s unique needs, particularly in addressing the gnawing concern on bridging the region’s widening digital gap. The sub-regional consultation will allow ASIA to develop a pragmatic and practical strategy on how to implement its Action Plan. It is also suggested that the conference establish a criteria/guideline to be used in determining what to include in the Plan of Action. 

This is the bottom line: that the suggested ASIAN plan of action should address the most vital question --- will it serve the best interest of all the peoples of the ASIAN region and the world without compromising or displacing the dreams and aspirations of another, allowing each individual, each culture, each history to flourish and prosper, where the concept of a digital divide exists in our distant memories, where economic abundance is the reality for all peoples, giving ASIA the opportunity to bequeath to the next peoples of the world, Asia’s legacies of splendor, valor and greatness while living in an information society under an era of great technological marvels?

PAGE  
2

