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The World Summit on the Information Society. Information Society. 

The name of the summit implies a grand agenda – a shift from the industrial society to the information society. Imagine if 200 years ago they’d held a World Summit on the Industrial Society. With the benefit of hindsight, we can see the scope of potential “content and themes” would have been huge! Steam, electricity, and other technologies of the day changed just about everything. It was literally a “revolution”.  Now with a new “revolution”, clearly, the WSIS must discuss the implications of technology, communications and information on society, politics, the economy, culture, and the environment.

It’s not as if the information society has suddenly arrived for everyone. Most of the world has never used the Internet. The information society is therefore an evolving process, a new way of life that some of us are already living and most others will experience over the course of the next decades – if we get this right.
That’s what makes this UN Summit rather special. We are not simply trying to respond to a pressing global problem. This isn’t directly about finding an urgent solution to global warming. Or directly about fighting the scourge of AIDS. For some, that might mean it is less important, just another one of many meetings of the UN in Geneva, but that would be short sighted. The world community should not always have to be reactive. WSIS is indeed an opportunity to be proactive, discussing the type of society we want to live in: and providing a road-map (or an “Information superhighway map”) to get there. It is an opportunity to be visionary, perhaps even ‘bold and entrepreneurial’ with our international policy.
I want to thank the Chairman of the Content and Themes Subcommittee for his work preparing the ‘non-papers’ and in convening this meeting. And I also want to commend to you the work of the Civil Society Coordinating Committee in producing a significant discussion paper. This document provides a relatively comprehensive, scholarly, and useful framework that we should also take very seriously. Certainly, the Youth Caucus has had significant input to this document, drawing upon and extending previous youth platforms on these issues elaborated at a range of consultations and international youth summits over the last two years.

While Pradip from the World Association for Christian Communication will fully explain this document, I want to briefly emphasize a few areas that are particularly important to the Youth Caucus.

As I mentioned, this Summit must be about future solutions rather than past problems. But if we do not take a proactive stance now, some of these issues could indeed become problems. The issue of access to information technologies and the ability to communicate in particular must be addressed, otherwise the digital divide will create an even larger social divide between North and South. A divide where some can tap into the benefits, efficiencies and power of technology for development, and others are ever more marginalized and excluded from an information based global economy, global society.
At the same time, the youth caucus would argue that the social rather than the digital divide is the divide that really counts. Protecting our environment, fighting AIDS, better healthcare, more investment in education, increased donor aid for humanitarian assistance, an end to bitter conflicts, better governance, more transparency, increased democracy, respect for human rights -- All these actions are important components of and indeed pre-requisites for the information society. There is much talk about aligning WSIS with the Millennium Development Goals. And ICTs can certainly act as an enabler for poverty reduction and the other MDG targets. But youth stress that broader action to reach the Millennium Development Goals will equally act as an enabler for the information society. 

We also want to stress that we do not see this purely as a Summit with a focus on development. On creating infrastructure. On providing access.  The applications should not simply be about reaching MDGs on poverty reduction. That’s not to say it shouldn’t explore in-depth how we can apply technology to build an information society. It absolutely must.  But it must also be about what that information society is like once we get there. And this will help make the Summit relevant to those countries that are already living in some sort of information society, but need guidance on what kind of information society, and how to navigate and govern it effectively given the changed realities. If this is in-fact the World Summit on Laying Telephone Lines and Building Telecenters for an Unidentified Purpose (the acronym is W.S.L.T.L.B.T.U.P. for those interested) young people would be very disappointed, but we should at least be honest. 
In my experience – and that of the Youth Caucus, two particularly important ‘experiences’ young people who have grown up with the information society have are its global dimension, and its participatory nature.

First, the concept of a global village is becoming a reality, as our daily interaction is just as likely to be with people on the other side of the world as next door. This provides particular hope for intercultural understanding and international cooperation  – having a friend who lives in a war zone makes the four second video grab of the country on the average nightly news somewhat less than satisfying. My bet is that the average young person connected to the internet communicates regularly with people in at least four other countries, and as many as twenty or fifty. WSIS must encourage projects that help young people understand and relate to this new larger ‘world community’ they are citizens of. At the same time it must support multilingualism and cultural diversity to avoid the threat of global cultural homogeneity.  
Participatory nature – the information society, I’m sorry to say, is perhaps a misnomer for the particular age we are entering. Indeed, we’ve been able to collect and store large amounts of information ever since the old Library of Alexandria. But it wasn’t until we were able to communicate, to share our information that we were inundated with info – that we even coined the term information society. Should this really be a Communications Society we are discussing? Certainly the difference between the television and the book - and the Internet is interactivity. And as technology has become cheaper and cheaper, the barrier that exists to producing your own content has become almost negligible. Consumers of other’s information have become creators of communication. Participants. It’s the fact that we humans can participate and interact within it that allows us to call it a ‘society’ at all.
And it’s perhaps the participatory nature of the information society which has driven its remarkable innovation.  So many people are actively involved, setting up local community networks, building webpages, creating new open source software tools, setting up amateur radio stations, starting small and successful technology business, a few of which grow into multinational empires, sharing art and expression online, meeting new people around the world, teaching their peers, selling goods to new international markets, helping others get online. 
Who is leading this innovation? Think about your community. Picture their faces.  They’re in government, business – maybe, probably. But they are young people, right? For a long time, us young people have often been thought of as an economic burden that need to be taught something.. reading, writing… good manners…. But now, we not only know something to teach everyone else – quite often we are experts this new society.


Our hope is that this – this World Summit – will focus the attention of world leaders on the greatest untapped resource in developing countries, indeed all countries. And it’s not technology. No, the greatest untapped resource in the world is youth.  Those of us under 25 equal more than half the world’s population. Almost two-thirds of the population in many developing countries are aged 14-25. In the information society, young people are at the forefront.
This Summit needs to mainstream the opinions and needs of young people throughout its documents. We here must commit to providing young people with relevant access and training in technology. We must work out how to make educational systems more relevant to youth who can get information easily from the net but need guidance on how to turn it into ‘knowledge’. We must ensure that information and technology is used for the benefit rather than destruction of our natural world, the heritage we pass to future generations. 

But we at the Summit must also consider youth as a central theme of their own, recognizing their role as pathfinders, the gatekeepers, the inventors of the information society. What is the role of young people, what can my generation contribute? Through employment, advocacy, peer-based mentoring, inter-generational cooperation? How can we be supported in overcoming barriers to action? 
This Summit, to an extent probably greater than almost any other UN conference, must engage with young people in preparing its outcomes. Without by-in from youth and concrete strategies as a special theme to co-opt our energy, expertise, indeed leadership, the Summit will fall down in implementation. Who will implement the Action Plan if young people don’t?
The good news is that young people, particularly my colleagues in the vibrant WSIS Youth Caucus stand ready for this task and look forward to working in partnership with everyone here to achieve our mutual vision of an inclusive, empowered, exciting information society.

Thank-you very much.

