Shaping The Future With ICTs

Ladies and Gentlemen:

The invitation to participate in the ITU High Level Dialogue caught me a little bit by surprise because it reached me traveling abroad with six hours time difference, limited possibility to communicate to my office and limited time to prepare for today.  This, I would say, is the immediate impact of ICT development on our lives.  Yesterday, on my flight to Geneva, thinking how to strategically handle the situation, I recalled an article by professor Michael Potter from Harvard Business School, titled ‘What Is Strategy’. This article says that a carefully designed series of strategic analyses and decisions have to be made in order for each organization to be able to master and sustainably maintain a unique market position and the competitive edge that comes with it.  

The article puts a special emphasis on the issue of sustainability as one of the key factors for success.  Professor Porter argues that finding a market niche and appropriate business behavior within the niche is only small part of a job well done.  To achieve sustainability today is among the most difficult goals for any organization or business entity because of the speed with which a competitor is able to copy or follow a successful business position or behavior.

To me the single most important reason for this fact of life is the availability, accessibility and the speed of dissemination of information. Supported by the development of ICT, this factor alone is changing the fundamentals of how we manage our business, how we manage our lives and how we think about the world around us. Maybe here is the time to ask ourselves are we shaping the future with ICT or the technology shapes us for the future?

Let me leave the answer of this question to each of you, and try to bring the regulatory perspective to the ICT and the future development.  Undoubtedly the information society and the knowledge economy are becoming less of a futuristic academic jargon and more of a set of issues that require serious attention and broad dialogue.  Otherwise we would not have been talking here now, in preparation for the World Summit that starts tomorrow.

The proper functioning of information services and electronic communications requires infrastructure with certain quality and level of penetration. The infrastructure and the services together, form the basis of the information society and the knowledge economy of tomorrow.  The regulatory policy in telecommunications today is fundamental to infrastructure development.  A good example is the increasing recognition that regulatory models pushing for fierce service competition in time of global economic slow-down fail to achieve the sustainability of models that reasonably limit the competition on service level but provide for more investment potential within the sector resulting in alternative and competing infrastructures.

Another important regulatory objective is universal access and universal service.  Even in countries that cannot afford infrastructure competition, the regulator could do a lot for the establishment and further development of infrastructure and technology that ensure higher penetration rates, good service levels and affordable prices.

In order to provide for the future, regulators today should be open to new technologies.  Regulators cannot commit to support emerging technologies by all means, because they have to think about protection of public and consumer interests, as well.  However, regulators should not allow for any discrimination on technological basis, once a technology has passed through a standardization procedure.  Even more, regulators should play an active role in the process of standardization.

Regulators can efficiently shape the future by flexible licensing regimes and efficient authorization procedures for services that are fundamental to information society and knowledge economy.  Services like provision of Internet, transfer of data and data protection, electronic signature, numbering and addressing, interconnection of existing and new generation networks should enjoy regulatory attention only in cases where quality, customer right protection or interoperability are of basic importance.

Let me conclude by summarizing that with forward looking policies, thinking in terms of electronic communications, rather than telecommunications, developing stable and predictable regulatory frameworks and applying transparent and efficient procedures, telecommunication regulators are among the key players that lay out the foundations of the future, as we see it today.

Finally I would like to thank ITU for hosting all the events these days and giving us the opportunity to meet and talk, thank you for your attention and remind you that the question of ‘who is shaping who’ has to find its correct answer that will allow us make the right decisions about the future. 
