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WORLD TELECOMMUNICATION AND INFORMATION SOCIETY DAY 2008 

1 Background 
1.1 World Telecommunication Day has been celebrated annually on 17 May since 1969, 
marking the date of the founding of ITU and the signing of the first International Telegraph 
Convention in 1865. It was formally instituted by the Plenipotentiary Conference in Malaga-
Torremolinos in 1973. In recognition of ITU as the lead United Nations agency for 
telecommunications and information and communication technologies, the World Summit on the 
Information Society in Tunis, November 2005, called on the United Nations General Assembly to 
proclaim 17 May as World Information Society Day (see paragraph 121 of the Tunis Agenda).  

1.2 On 27 March 2006, the United Nations General Assembly adopted Resolution 60/252, 
proclaiming 17 May as World Information Society Day to focus global attention annually on 
bringing the enormous benefits of the digital revolution in information and communication 
technologies to all the world’s inhabitants. The ITU Plenipotentiary Conference in November 2006 
welcomed the General Assembly’s decision and amended Resolution 68 to invite the Council to 
adopt a specific theme for each World Telecommunication and Information Society Day. In 2006, 
the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was adopted. 

2 The theme 
2.1 For 2008, the ITU Council adopted the theme: “Connecting Persons with Disabilities: ICT 
Opportunities for All” to address the special requirements of people with disabilities in achieving 
universal access to ICT. 

2.2 The WSIS outputs urged Member States to address the special requirements of older people 
and persons with disabilities, along with other marginalized and vulnerable groups in their national 
e-strategies. A further call was made to encourage design and production of ICT equipment and 
services adhering to the universal design principle, as well as the use of assistive technologies and 
for research and development to facilitate accessibility of ICT for all. 

2.3 The World Telecommunication Development Conference (WTDC-06), held in Doha, 
Qatar, in 2006, created a new Special Initiative on “Access to telecommunication services for 
people with disabilities”. The Conference further requested ITU’s Development Sector (ITU-D) 
through Resolution 56 to support Member States in implementing ICT initiatives and activities for 
persons with disabilities within its work programmes, and through Question 20 in Study Group 1, to 
develop guidelines for policy-makers and regulators for mainstreaming disability issues. 

2.4 Furthermore, the Doha Action Plan endorsed the WSIS Tunis Commitment on building 
ICT capacity for all (including people with disabilities) through the promotion of universal, 



ubiquitous, equitable and affordable access to ICT. It encouraged the adoption of universal design 
and assistive technologies to ensure that the benefits are evenly distributed within societies in an 
effort to bridge the digital divide by creating digital opportunities to harness the full potential of 
state-of-the-art ICT for development. 

2.5 An estimated 650 million people live with disabilities worldwide. This year’s theme 
highlights the importance of making ICT equipment and services accessible to meet the needs of 
people with disabilities in order to build a global “inclusive, people-centred and development-
oriented information society”.   

3 Celebration of World Telecommunication and Information Society Day  
3.1 The worldwide celebration of World Telecommunication and Information Society Day took 
place on 17 May 2008. (The ITU ceremony took place on Thursday, 15 May 2008 in Cairo during 
ITU TELECOM AFRICA.) The ITU World Telecommunication and Information Society Award was 
presented to three eminent laureates:  
• Mrs Suzanne Mubarak, First Lady of Egypt, President and Founder of the Suzanne 

Mubarak Women's International Peace Movement 
• The DAISY Consortium - Digital Accessible Information System 
• Ms Andrea Saks 

3.2 Mrs Suzanne Mubarak is a champion of peace, as well as a promoter of women’s 
empowerment and the well-being of children and youth. She stressed the importance of 
mainstreaming effective policies and strategies for the empowerment of children and youth with 
disabilities.  

3.3 The DAISY Consortium is a worldwide organization of libraries and ICT companies in 
more than 40 countries. Promoting open, non-proprietary standards, the Consortium's mission is to 
develop and promote international standards and technologies which enable equal access to 
information and knowledge by all people with print disabilities, and which also benefit the wider 
community. 

3.4 Ms Andrea Saks is a well-known international advocate for accessibility issues and has 
been at the forefront of promoting standards for persons with disabilities. She is the coordinator of 
the Internet Governance Forum’s Dynamic Coalition on Accessibility and Disability. 

3.5 During the award ceremony, two companies (Microsoft and Swiss-based QualiLife) 
combined their resources to demonstrate assistive technology that can be used in combination with 
a personal computer or with a mobile phone to make it accessible to people with a wide range of 
disabilities. Demonstrating the use of this technology to the audience, Mr Diamante Albergati 
showed how, despite severe disabilities, he could navigate through a series of computer 
applications. Paralysed from the neck down, Mr Albergati has severe mobility impairment. But with 
the use of only one muscle, he is able to surf the net, write, communicate on the phone, switch 
between video and radio applications, and even control some home appliances. 

3.6 The ceremony was webcast in six languages as well as sign language and can be accessed 
from the ITU website at http://www.itu.int/wtisd/videos/index.html  or the ITU YouTube channel, 
at http://www.youtube.com/view_play_list?p=50DF97A7CCB33DA7 . 

3.7 The messages from UN Secretary-General Mr Ban Ki-moon and ITU Secretary-General 
Dr Hamadoun Touré, as well as other material on the celebration of WTISD, were sent to Member 
States, Sector Members and Associates and others. 

Circular letters were sent to Member States with information on the celebrations. The letter 
included calls for action to 



• Continue creation of public awareness 
• Support on-going work  
• Hold a global meeting on accessibility and services for people with disabilities  
• Develop and implement projects and activities 
• Collect data on the number of people with disabilities, who have access to ICT  

3.8 Invitations were sent to Permanent Missions in Geneva, Diplomatic Missions in Cairo and 
to the Prime Minister of Egypt. Invitations were also sent to former Secretaries-General and Deputy 
Secretaries-General of the Union. 

3.9 A CD-Rom was distributed upon request to Administrations and Sector Members. The CD-
Rom included a message from the UN Secretary-General and a video message from Dr Touré.  

3.10 A power point presentation and posters highlighting projects and activities being 
undertaken by the three sectors ITU-D, ITU-R and ITU-T was presented during the event and 
provided information to the general public in Cairo. 

3.11 A pen branded with the WTISD logo was produced and distributed to participants during 
the ceremony, as well as to ITU staff. 

3.12 Posters were produced and distributed in six languages, with provision for publication in 
non-official languages. 

3.13 Advertorials on the work of ITU were inserted in the International Herald Tribune and the 
Guardian to coincide with the cluster of events held around World Telecommunication and 
Information Society Day. 

3.14 The celebration received the kind support of the Egyptian Government, the Japanese 
Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, and Cisco Systems. 

4 Accessibility website  
To mark the occasion, ITU created a website on accessibility, with the following objectives: 
• exploring national, and international, legislative frameworks; 
• highlighting the work on accessibility being carried out within the ITU Sectors; 
• raising awareness of the ability of assistive technology to transform the lives of individuals 

with disabilities. 

For more information, see http://www.itu.int/themes/accessibility/. 

 

 


