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Preparatory Committee of the World Summit on the Information Society

Geneva, 2 July 2002

Statement by Bruno Lanvin

the World Bank

For a World Summit of Ambition and Imagination at the Service of Development

Mr President, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The World Bank is not a specialized agency dealing with Information and Communication Technologies. Our business is poverty alleviation. However, in carrying out this fight on a daily basis, we have learned that information, knowledge, and communication technologies have become irreplaceable and vital tools for development.

The World Summit on Information Society offers an unprecedented opportunity to bring to the attention of decision makers – public and private – the results registered so far in the use of ICTs to fight poverty, and to build a robust consensus to strengthen and accelerate global efforts in this domain. It is the intention of the World Bank Group to contribute actively, ambitiously and imaginatively to this process.

A Development Summit

Many of the signals registered since the opening of this meeting are positive and encouraging:

· a strong consensus seems to have emerged to grant priority to substance and action over the procedural issues which have too often marred previous similar endeavors;

· a majority of speakers stressed that the ambition of the Summit should be political rather than technical in nature; this is consistent with the necessity to consider ICTs as a tool and not an end of the development process;

· moreover, the very decision made by the General Assembly of the United Nations to invite this Summit is in itself evidence that we now have moved beyond the sterile ‘either/or’ debates, often summarized in formulas such as ‘Pentiums of Penicillin’, or ‘They can’t eat computers’.

What the World Bank does

A few weeks ago, the World Bank Group published its Strategy for  Information and Communications Technologies, which rests on four pillars: access, regulatory framework, human resources development, and applications. The fact that these four pillars happen to coincide exactly with the four directions indicated yesterday by H.E. Ambassador Ben Salem for the substance of the Summit is hence, for the World Bank,  another very encouraging sign.

Over the course of the last few years, the World Bank, under the leadership of its president Jim Wolfensohn, has undergone one of the most profound transformations of its history by redefining its central role as that of a ‘Knowledge Bank’. Within this new definition of the core functions of the World Bank, the utilization of information and communication technologies has a priority role to play in the fight against poverty.

The World Bank Group makes full use of all the instruments at its disposal (loans, investments and grants) in order to help developing countries’ efforts to bridge the digital divide. On average, the World Bank Group brings annually some 2.5 billion US$ in loans (IBRD), close to half a billion US$ in investment (IFC), and around 30 million US$ in grants (e.g. through the infoDev programme). These figures alone make the WBG by far the first player in international efforts to promote the use of ICTs as a tool for development.

When we look back at the work undertaken over these years, one of the  most striking phenomena that we have witnessed has been the increasing synergy between these various modes of financing on one hand, and their increased impact on other global initiatives on the other hand :

· virtuous circles of financing have started to appear, when successful projects – initially financed by infoDev – were identified by IFC as ‘scalable’, and hence eligible for investment funding; it is quite remarkable that, on average, every dollar invested by IFC in ICT projects in emerging countries has attracted close to nine dollars in subsequent private investment;

· the World Bank has played a leading role in global initiatives such as the G-8 DOT Force, et intends to continue to play an active part in the work of the UN ICT Task Force; we are particularly happy to see that the experience and proposals of the World Bank Group are receiving increasing attention in such global initiatives.

Within the World Bank Group itself, efforts are being relentlessly pursued to mobilize new financial resources and stimulate the exchange of knowledge in the field of  information for development. The successful launch of the Development Gateway, has been one of the most recent outcome of these efforts.

What can the World Bank do to contribute to the success of the Summit ?

As Jim Wolfensohn had the opportunity to underline several times already, the World Summit on Information Society represents a major opportunity to accelerate the positive integration of developing countries and of their respective communities in the emerging global information society. It is the firm intention of the World Bank Group to share its own experience in order to contribute as much as possible to the preparatory process of the Summit, to the formulation of an ambitious plan of action, and to its implementation  on the basis of realistic and measurable objectives.

To work on ICT for development constitutes a standing invitation to modesty : the horizontal nature of ICTs makes their implementation particularly prone to ‘unintended effects’; this is a domain where is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ model which could be applied – much less imposed – to any country; in this domain more than in any other one, the truth comes from the field. Information and communication technologies will be a fully efficient tool to fight poverty only if  they have been truly appropriated – and to some extent re-invented – by the individuals and the communities which will use them locally. This will require the concerted efforts of all: governments, business and civil society.

It is with this pragmatic approach in mind that the World Bank considers favorably the proposals which have been made to organize the work of the Summit around the following five axes:

· access and infrastructure

· regulatory issues

· training/education/sensitization

· applications, services and their social value

· new types of partnerships and cooperative arrangements, in particular with the private sector and civil society.

To achieve tangible results in these areas, the World Bank intends to use all the relevant  tools at its disposal; in additional to its traditional financing instruments, the Bank will mobilize an array of ICT-specific vehicles , including :

· The Development Gateway,

· Direct financing, through infoDev, of projects illustrating the potential of ICTs as a weapon to fight poverty and create digital opportunities in areas such as e-commerce, e-government and distance learning,

· Promoting new initiatives and approaches to lower the cost of access to information and information technologies: open source software, combination of advanced and traditional technologies, community-based tele-centers, for example,

· Using ICTs as a tool to fight the marginalization of women, young people, and other vulnerable groups, 

· Fostering the exchange of ‘best practices’, in particular in the area of public-private partnership, and the involvement of non-governmental organizations and local communities,

· Helping developing countries to participate more actively in international discussions and negotiations on rules, norms and standards related to ICTs and their applications; this will contribute to increase the credibility and efficiency of the governance mechanisms required by the emerging information society. 

The World Bank is happy and proud to have contributed to the financing of the Bamako regional preparatory meeting for WSIS, and intends to consider favorably future similar requests regarding other regional preparatory meetings.

Mr President,

Please allow me to conclude by underlining once more the high importance which the World Bank attaches  to the success of the World Summit on Information Society. We consider that the Summit and its preparatory process have the potential to generate the strong political commitments necessary to the full and positive integration of developing countries in the global information society.

In our opinion, this objective constitutes an integral part of international efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. It represents a legitimate ambition. This ambition will become all the more realistic that we shall be able to pursue it with imagination and enthusiasm. This is the spirit in which the World Bank wishes to contribute to the success of the World Summit on Information Society.
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