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THE ROLE OF THE UNITED NATIONS IN THE USE OF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY (ICT) FOR DEVELOPMENT
I have looked through the long list of your objectives for this seminar and would like to talk briefly on the role of the United Nations in promoting the use of ICT in the challenge to bridge the global digital divide. 

I will focus on the seventh and eight items on your list of objectives, which are the ways to provide easy and affordable means of internet connection for youth and sharing of some information on the forthcoming World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS). I will try to link all of these to the needs of South Youth to remain relevant within the theme of this seminar.

First let me make some short comments on what I understand as the challenges of the “Youth” and see if we can really isolate the “South Youth” from a global classification of the “youth” within the context of globalization.

I have argued somewhere else before that the aspirations, the challenges and the expectations of young people all over the world are basically similar. Young people have dreams, they have role models and they strive to achieve what they want achieve in life. It does not matter in which part of the world they live. The differences and complexities in what they achieve arise mainly from the choices and opportunities that are available to them in the different parts of the world they live.

So, in grapping with the general issues and challenges of youth development, irrespective of the geography of where they are located, one must critically examine the choices that are available to them. One of the choices now available to the s the use of ICT for his/her development.

The key challenge the youth and the other people of the world face today is globalization. Poverty, diseases, human rights violation are other general issues, within which the youth in particular face the problems of education, social violence, drug abuse, HIV/AIDS, teenage pregnancy and unemployment.

I have also argued somewhere else before that the effects of globalization have made the world smaller in our consciousness. People in all parts of the world are coming closer together. Groups and individuals are increasingly interacting directly across frontiers without involving their states. The barriers that hitherto prevented cross-border communications and flow of information are being swept away by this tide. These, interestingly, have also largely affected the choices the young and other persons have make in their efforts to achieve what they want to achieve and be who they want to be.

The “South Youth” is a part of this reality. The world today is one in which no individual, and no country exists in isolation. All of us live simultaneously in our own communities and in the world at large. Peoples and cultures are increasingly hybrid. The same icons, whether on a movie screen or a computer screen, are recognizable for Lagos to Las Vega and from Cape Town to Tokyo. We are all influenced by the same tides of political, social and technological changes. Pollution, organized crime, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and fear of terrorism affect all of us.

Within this context of globalization, the real challenge for the south “south youth” if they are to map a path across this fast-changing terrain of globalization, is to seek to create their own partnerships and move faster on the information and communication technology super-highway.

I believe this is a part of the objectives of this seminar. I will now look at some of the efforts we have made at the United Nations to assist in providing support for the youth and others to create this global partnership to use ICT for development.

The United Nations Information Technology Service (UNITeS)

In April 2000, the United Nations Information Technology Service was launched by the United Nations. The scheme is one of the four key project initiatives of the UN Secretary General to reduce world poverty and raise the level of youth participation in development activities in their communities in their communities. The UN aims to halve world poverty by 2015 and UNITeS is one of the initiatives to achieve this by helping to spread the benefits of new technologies around the world.


The United Nations is in full realization of the fact that the rapid diffusion and utilization of information technology brings about the tremendous digital opportunities for economic and social development. The organization also realizes that the government, private sectors and civil society alone may not be able to bridge the digital divide and spread the gains of globalization. There is a need, therefore, to create and be part of a new global partnership of national governments, international organizations, non-governments organizations and grassroots movements to share and apply information on development across the world. 


The UNITeS project, based in Germany, seeks to deploy information technology, especially the internet, to tackle the issues of human development such as education, health, employment generation, e-governance and the environment. The scheme consists of qualified volunteers who have been trained n the uses and opportunities of the internet and information technology to respond rapidly to disasters and social problems. The service seeks to attract young IT professionals to make voluntary contributions to the development of their communities/countries by using information and communication technology.

There are three strategic initiatives that already have strong backing of some key private sector partners of the United Nations. These initiatives are: The Health InterNetwork, which is expected to establish 10,000 on-line sites in hospitals and clinics in developing countries to provide access to up-dated medical information; First on The Ground would be a disaster response initiative to deploy information technology for humanitarian relief in disasters and emergencies, and The Global Policy Network, the thrust of which is the formation of a network of collaboration to tackle the problems of youth unemployment and poverty.


The principal backers of this scheme include, the World Bank, World Health Organization, the International Labour Organization, Ericsson Communications, WebMD Foundation, and the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.


The United Nations Information Centre, Lagos, sharing in the UN Secretary General’s emphasis on the need for developing countries to take the opportunities offered by UNITeS to bridge the yawning digital divide between rich and poor countries, is also working to sensitize the pubic on the benefits of this service and how best it could be utilized in Nigeria.

World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS)


I have discussed earlier how the modern world is undergoing a fundamental transformation as a result of globalization. We all know that in the 20th Century industrialization was the hallmark of development. And that the 21st Century has come with the information society and a dynamic process which promises a fundamental change in all aspects of our lives, including knowledge dissemination, social interaction, economic and business practices, political engagement, media, education, health, leisure and even entertainment. As the organizers of the first World Summit on the Information 
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Society have put it “we are indeed in the midst of a revolution, perhaps the greatest that humanity has ever experienced”.



The United Nations is collaborating with the International Telecommunications Union to host a World Summit on the Information Society. The first phase of this crucial summit will take place in Geneva hosted by the Government of Switzerland from 10 to 12 December 2003. It will address the broad range of themes concerning the Information Society and adopt a Declaration of Principles and plan of action, addressing the whole range of issues related to the Information Society.


The second phase of the World Summit will take place in Tunis hosted by the Government of Tunisia, from 16 to 18 November 2005. Development themes will be a key focus in this phase, and it will assess progress that has been made and adopt any further plan of action to be taken.


The purpose of the Summit as articulated by the UN is the “development of a common vision and understanding of the information society and the adoption of declaration and plan of action for the implementation by Governments, international institutions and all sectors of civic society”


The agenda and themes of the Summit are designed to achieve the following among other objectives:

· Providing access to ICTs for all
How can the benefits of ubiquitous and affordable ICTs be extended to all the world’s inhabitants including the “South Youth”? How can those that have access to ICTs be helped to use them effectively.

· ICTs as a tool for economic and social development-and meeting the Millennium Development Goals.

· The development of ICTs has implications for economic, social and cultural development. How can ICTs be leveraged to help promote the common goals of humanity, such as those expressed in the UN Millennium Declaration?

 
Some of the issues to be discussed at the Summit include:

· Information and communication infrastructure: financing and investment, affordability, development and sustainability.

· Access to information and knowledge 

· The role of governments, the business sector and civil society in the promotion of ICTs for development

· Capacity building: human resources development, education and training

· Security 

· Enabling environment

· Promotion of development-oriented ICT applications for all

· Cultural identity and linguistic diversity, local content and media development

· Identifying and overcoming barriers to the achievement of the information society with human perspective

As the Secretary General of the UN envisages, “This global gathering will be a unique opportunity for all key players to develop a shared vision of ways to bridge the digital divide and create a truly global information society. It will be an opportunity to develop specific solutions and tools and adopt a realistic and viable plan of action”.


Conclusion 

  The youth of the south or the “South Youth” must examine these critical issues by situating their challenges within the broad framework of the United Nations Youth Agenda. They must find and outline their specific tools and solutions to these challenges, if they are to make meaningful contributions at the World Summit on the Information Society.


This seminar, I believe, is one of such serious critical moments of preparation by the “South Youth” on how best to draw from the shared global vision of ways to bridge the digital divide and create a truly global information society.


I must thank ANUNSA for giving me the opportunity to be among the first to share, with the “South Youth”, some ideas and thoughts of the UN on the use of Information and Communication Technology.

Thank you all and God bless.
Mr. Nosa Osazuwa, United Nations Information Officer








