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S t a t e m e n t  t o  W S I S  G e n e v a  J u l y  2 0 0 2

O n  b e h a l f  o f  U N F P A ,  I  l i k e  t o  r e m i n d  t h e  d e l e g a t e s  o f

t h e  c o r e  p o i n t  m a d e  b y  S h a s h i  T h a r o o r ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e

S G  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  N a t i o n s ,  w h e n  h e  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  o v e r

1  b i l l i o n  p e o p l e  o n  t h i s  p l a n e t  a r e  i l l i t e r a t e .  T h e  v a s t

m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e m  a r e  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  p o o r e s t  p a r t s  o f  t h e

w o r l d  a n d  w i l l  b e  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a b l y  f e m a l e .  A  l a r g e

n u m b e r  o f  t h e s e  w i l l  n o t  h a v e  a c c e s s  t o  e l e c t r i c i t y ,  a s

w e  w e r e  c l e a r l y  r e m i n d e d  b y  t h e  d e l e g a t e s  f r o m  t h e

R u s s i a n  F e d e r a t i o n  a n d  f r o m  N e p a l ,  a n d  t h e s e  e x c l u d e d

p e o p l e  w i l l  f o r m  t h e  b u l k  o f  t h o s e  l i v i n g  o n  l e s s  t h a n  $ 1

a  d a y .  W e  o f t e n  a s s o c i a t e  t h e  d i g i t a l  a g e  w i t h  y o u t h  a n d

y e t  a l m o s t  4 0 0 0  y o u t h ,  m o s t  o f  t h e m  i l l i t e r a t e  g e t

i n f e c t e d  b y  H I V / A I D S  e a c h  d a y  f o r  l a c k  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n

a n d  s e r v i c e s .  T h e  c e n t r a l  q u e s t i o n  i s  ‘ h o w  t o  u s e  I C T  t o

m a k e  a  r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e  p o o r  a n d  f o r  t h e

v u l n e r a b l e  y o u t h ,  o u r  n e x t  g e n e r a t i o n ? ’ .  W S I S  m u s t  n o t

a l l o w  t h e s e  p e o p l e  t o  f a l l  f u r t h e r  b e h i n d .  I t  m u s t  n o t

b e c o m e  a  q u e s t i o n  o f  c h o i c e  b e t w e e n  p e n i c i l l i n  a n d  P C s .

A  l i t e r a t e  p e r s o n  c a n  b e c o m e  c o m p u t e r  l i t e r a t e  i n  t w o
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w e e k s ,  b u t  i t  m a y  t a k e  1 0 - 1 5  y e a r s  f o r  a  p e r s o n  t o

b e c o m e  l i t e r a t e  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e .  W e  m u s t  e n s u r e  t h a t

t h e s e  s t r a t e g i c  l i n k a g e s  t o  t h e  W S I S  a r e  f u l l y  c a p t u r e d

i n  t h e  t h e m e s  o f  t h i s  c o n f e r e n c e  p r o c e s s .  W e  c a n  w i r e

t h e  g l o b e  a n d  e v e r y  m u d  h u t  a n d  e q u i p  e v e r y o n e  w i t h

c o m p u t e r s  a n d  e l e c t r i c i t y  b u t  w e  k n o w  t h a t  o n e  b i l l i o n

w o n ’ t  b e  a b l e  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  a n d  m i l l i o n s  o f  w o m e n  w h o

c o u l d ,  w i l l  n o t  b e  a l l o w e d  t o .

W h i l e  t e l e c o m  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  i s  a n  e s s e n t i a l  f o r  a l l

e c o n o m i e s  i n  t h i s  n e w  m i l l e n n i u m ,  i t  i s  i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n

i t s e l f  t o  m a k e  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  b i l l i o n s  o f

p e o p l e  n o w  e x c l u d e d .  G r e a t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  e x i s t  t o  l i n k

t h o s e  t h a t  a r e  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e  m o s t  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  l e a r n

f r o m  e a c h  o t h e r .  F o r  t h o s e  o f  u s  i n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l

o r g a n i s a t i o n s  t h a t  h a v e  b u i l t  u p  e x t e n s i v e  k n o w l e d g e ,

w e  n e e d  t o  s y n t h e s i z e  w h a t  w e  k n o w  a n d  m a k e  i t

a v a i l a b l e  i n  a  c u l t u r a l l y  a n d  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  a c c e p t a b l e

f o r m a t  f o r  t h o s e  t h a t  n e e d  i t  t h e  m o s t .  T h e r e  i s  a  g l u t  o f

i n f o r m a t i o n  b u t  a  s h o r t a g e  o f  r e a l  a c t i o n a b l e  k n o w l e d g e .
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I s  i t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  g i v e  a  w o m a n  ( e v e n  i f  l i t e r a t e )  a

c o m p u t e r  w h e r e  s h e  c a n  t y p e  i n  ‘ f a m i l y  p l a n n i n g ’  a n d

g e t  3 , 2 9 0 , 0 0 0  h i t s  i n  a  t y p i c a l  s e a r c h  e n g i n e ?  N o ,  w e

n e e d  t o  p r o v i d e  h e r  w i t h  s i m p l y  f o r m u l a t e d  e x p e r i e n t i a l

k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  r e s p o n d  t o  h e r  n e e d s  i n  a  l a n g u a g e  s h e

u n d e r s t a n d s  f o r  h e r  t o  t a k e  a c t i o n .  T h i s  i s  t h e  g r e a t

c h a l l e n g e  f o r  a l l  o f  u s  t h a t  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  a d d r e s s i n g

p o v e r t y  a n d  w h o  s e e  t e c h n o l o g y  a s  a  n e w  o p p o r t u n i t y

t h a t  c a n  l i n k  p e o p l e  a n d  e s s e n t i a l  k n o w l e d g e  t o  e a c h

o t h e r .   W e  i n  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  c o m m u n i t y  m u s t  c h a n g e

t h e  w a y  w e  p r e s e n t  o u r  k n o w l e d g e  t o  m e e t  t h i s

c h a l l e n g e .   U N F P A  i s  e x p e r i m e n t i n g  w i t h  p a c k a g i n g

k n o w l e d g e  f o r  u s e r s  o n  s u c h  s u b j e c t s  a s  o b s t e t r i c

f i s t u l a ,  a d o l e s c e n t  r e p r o d u c t i v e  h e a l t h  a n d  q u a l i t y  o f

c a r e .  W e  a r e  p r e p a r i n g  f o r  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  b r i d g i n g

t h e  d i g i t a l  d i v i d e  a s  a n  i n s t r u m e n t  o f  b r i d g i n g  t h e

p o v e r t y  d i v i d e .

I t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t h a t  W S I S  k e e p s  i t s  e y e s  o n  t h e  b a l l ,

w h i c h  i s  u s i n g  t e c h n o l o g y  t o  a d d r e s s  p o v e r t y ,  g e n d e r
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i n e q u i t y  a n d  y o u t h  c o n c e r n s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e

M i l l e n n i u m  D e cade Goals. We should also ensure that WSIS

interacts closely with supporting the follow-up to the recently

concluded Special Session on Children and the forthcoming

Rio+10 and ICPD+10, which will come between Geneva and

Tunis, so that ICT does have a clear and coherent support role to

these issues that are as relevant and vital as ever.

Finally, let me state that we have had a lot of world conferences

in the past decade all dealing with fundamental aspects of

development and at each one pledges are made to increase the

flow of funding to the issue of the day. While aid flows have

been stagnant or decreasing, we have seen funds moving from

previous priorities that remain un-resolved to the newest

priority. Now we have the huge opportunity of the WSIS and

because we have not been serious enough it dealing with past

priorities such as literacy and women’s empowerment we run the

risk of letting this opportunity achieve less that what we desire

as well. It should not be a matter of choosing but of linking. We

can do it differently this time, and we must.


