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On the International Front: the World Summit on the Information Society

From December 10-12, the first phase of the World Summit on the Information Society, or WSIS, will take place in Geneva. First proposed in 1998 by the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the WSIS is right up there alongside the other seminal world conferences such as the 1995 World Summit on Social Development, where Governments reached a new consensus on the need to put people at the centre of development. The WSIS framework was endorsed by the UN General Assembly during its 56th session in January 2002 and is being held under the high patronage of the UN Secretary-General. 

The objective of the WSIS is to obtain a commitment at the highest political level of the developed and developing world to ensure “all of humanity reaps the benefits of the information society.” For the first time, national and international stakeholders – heads of state, civil society, media, industry leaders and executive heads of UN agencies - will be brought together to craft a global consensus on the “urgently needed access of all countries [and sectors] to information, knowledge and communication technologies for development” and address a whole range of issues related to the information society. The first phase will see a common vision and understanding of the information society developed, principles declared, and a plan of action adopted. A second phase in Tunisia in 2005 will assess progress and refine actions as necessary. 

I know, I know. Not another UN conference, you say. Where did all the others lead?  More to the point, why should we be remotely interested in such a summit? 

First things first. The major UN Conferences in the 1990s – Children’s Summit (1990), Earth Summit (1992), Social Summit (1995), and Conferences on Population and Development (1994), Women (1995) and Human Settlements (1996) – were not for naught. Each of them, a culmination of months of consultations, led to agreements and legally binding conventions that now guide the allocation of technical and financial resources of several international financial and development organizations. In other words, these conferences have served to re-direct attention, energy and resources to the needs of the developing world in an integrated fashion. (This is not to say that the UN never makes mistakes, as their mishandling of situations in Somalia, Cambodia or East Timor attest. But the UN systems has great strengths – and moving Member States and international donors from awareness to action on development initiatives, then following this up with effective assistance to help realize commitments, is one.)    

Should we be interested in the WSIS? A glance at the latest draft Action Plan (see www.itu.int/wsis) tells me we should. For instance, among the indicative targets proposed, are: 

· All villages to be connected by 2010, with a community access point by 2015. 

· 90 per cent of the world's population to be within wireless coverage by 2010 and 100 per cent by 2015.  
· All universities to be connected by 2005, all secondary schools by 2010 and all primary schools by 2015

· All scientific research centers to be connected by 2005. 
· All hospitals to be connected by 2005, and health centers by 2010. 

· All primary and secondary school curricula to be revised to meet the challenges of the Information Society by 2006.

In turn, proposed actions include: 

· An international fund to finance the initiation, study and implementation of ICT projects in rural areas by 2006.
· International research and development to make Internet community access equipment available for under US$ 100 by 2010, and under US$ 50 by 2015.
· Policy guidelines for the development and promotion of public domain information as an important international instrument promoting public access to information.
· A "Programmers Without Frontiers" initiative, focused on open-source/free software as applied to development needs. Research on the advantages and disadvantages of open source software, particularly its use by government agencies, by 2005
· Development of internationally compatible descriptors and standards for distance and e-learning courseware and for e-learning institutions

· Institutional partnerships between health care institutions in developing and developed countries, notably by setting up databases and interactive portals.

· A global investigation on the impact of ICT security policies on civil liberties and human rights  

· International dialogue to propose a structure for an international/intergovernmental organization to ensure multilateral, democratic and transparent management of Internet resources.
· A donors’ roundtable by 2005 to mobilize necessary financial resources.  

These and many more speak to our own national priorities. Thus, I would have thought that the Philippines, which prides itself in its national ICT agenda, not to mention its social development and poverty reduction work, would have been holding sway at the negotiating table, engaging international stakeholders and ensuring that national concerns are reflected in the Summit agreements. How better to manifest interest (and get a piece of any pie going forward)?  After all, this is one of the most important global consensus-building events of the new millennium. 

No such luck. Our participation has been … I’m not even sure it can be called participation. No “official position” has ever been formulated, much less vetted through multi-stakeholder consultations - this despite the obvious need for one given the series of negotiations (five meetings beginning July 2002, including an Asia-Pacific regional conference) that accompany such high-level summits. The closest we seem to have gotten to something official was a presentation by NTC Deputy Commissioner Kathleen Heceta during a panel at the regional conference in January 2003, and – get this – annotations prepared by a three-person working group from the DOTC, NTC and DFA on the draft declarations, which were not recognized anyhow because they missed the May 31, 2003 deadline. Why WSIS concerns were not given to the ITECC sub-committees in the first place (since early 2002) is not clear.    

There is still some hope though. NGO representatives from our women, youth and communications sectors have been immersed in the process, albeit representing local NGO and Asian civil society positions rather than the Philippine position. One of them, Al Alegre, Executive Director of the Foundation for Media Alternatives, and one of our more innovative and dynamic civil society leaders, still hopes for a meeting with the appropriate government representatives to get some indication of a Philippine position (hopefully not at odds with civil society’s own) before he attends the final Preparatory Meeting in mid-September. Perhaps something can still be salvaged.    

When official functionaries fail, trust committed civil society organizations to remain vigilant on behalf of all of us – the real stakeholders to the WSIS and an equitable global information society.   

