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Mr. President of the Republic of Malawi


Your Excellencies Heads of States of Governments of COMESA


Honourable Ministers


Mr. Secretary-General of the OAU


Mr. Executive-Secretary of ECA


Mr. Secretary-General of COMESA


Ladies and Gentlemen,





	


	It is indeed a great honour for me to address such a distinguished Assembly of decision-makers covering a major portion of Africa. As Secretary-General of the International Telecommunication Union, the oldest intergovernmental organization, celebrating its 130th Anniversary in 1995, I find myself in a unique position to wish success and prosperity to the newly-born Common Market of East and Southern Africa (COMESA).





	I should like to avail myself of this opportunity to address your Excellencies on the role of telecommunications in the creation of a Common Market.





	First, however, let me define the term "telecommunication" so that we have a common understanding of it. The term "telecommunication" generally means, especially in this part of the world, the telephone.  Too often a telephone is out of order just when one needs it most, and it  usually brings a high bill at the end of the month.





	My definition of telecommunication is a bit broader than that. Telecommunication is the means by which we receive global radio and television coverage of major world events; it is the bearer of interactive computer programs; it is at the base of your security system, a life-line to deal with emergency situations; the telephone and the fax are essential tools in a system of efficient management and administration; it is, in short, the backbone infrastructure of a Nations' development.





	The railways were the driving force of economic growth in the 19th Century. Highways for cars  took that role in the 20th Century. As we approach the 21st Century, telecommunication is providing the new electronic highways that will steer the economy forward. If not the engine of growth, the telecommunication is most certainly the wheels of growth.





	Today, the industrialized nations of the North are rallying behind the information highway concept to bring new growth and prosperity to their national economies. With the signing of the GATT Agreement and the opening up of the global market to competition, they are building up the �
information highway to provide a variety of products and services, to create new opportunities for employment and to improve the quality of life of their citizens. That is why telecommunication is now at the top of the agenda of the next meeting of the G.7 in February 1995.





	I am happy that the COMESA Authority has included telecommunication in its very first agenda on the creation of this Common Market. As Secretary-General of the ITU, I am deeply concerned about the unfortunate state of telecommunications in Africa. We have indeed seen significant breakthroughs in other developing regions, such as Latin America and Asia. I regret that I am unable to report similar findings in the African Region.





	My representative has already presented the stark reality of telecommunication in the COMESA sub-region . He has indicated that less than two out  of every hundred people have a telephone; in the rural areas, this goes down to 2 telephones for every thousand. There are over 800,000 people in your countries, waiting to be provided with telephone services, etc. The conclusion to be drawn from such an analysis is that the existing telecommunication network and its present trend of growth cannot support  the creation of the Common Market which you have very wisely decided to set up unless urgent action is taken. That is why I am appearing in person at this distinguished Assembly to share with you not only my concern, but also my perceptions for a solution to the problem.





	Two complementary avenues need to be explored in order to find a suitable solution to the shortage of telecommunication services in your region.





	These are :





	A.	Appropriate and harmonized telecommunication policy





	B. 	Access to adequate capital.





	The first one requires each country to initiate a national debate at the highest level in order to determine the telecommunication policy that is suitable to its stage of development. It is not practical or appropriate simply to copy the policy of other countries, particularly those of the industrialized countries, but it is important to learn from each other's experience.  As the member countries have signed a treaty to set up a Common Market for goods and services, it is extremely important that their respective telecommunication policies are suitably harmonized.





	The second avenue is access to adequate capital under satisfactory conditions. The traditional forms of capital from the development agencies have fallen far short of satisfying the needs of the developing countries. According to the estimates of the World Bank, there is an annual shortfall of over US$ 27.5 billion  to meet the telecommunication investment needs of the developing world.





	We, in the ITU, have launched a study known as WorldTel, to find new and innovative methods of raising capital for telecommunication development.





	WorldTel is conceived as a private sector-driven funding and development organization. It's mission is to focus on those countries where the traditional forms of assistance and partnership have failed to provide satisfactory results.





	WorldTel is proposed to be a multinational organization at which both investors and client countries interact in a new and innovative format under a Charter to be drafted by the ITU. The Organization is to have an Assembly of Governors primarily coming from client countries and a Board of Directors which will, in the majority,  be composed of investors. I take this opportunity to invite COMESA member countries to play a leading role in the creation of the new organization that will bring the industrialized and developing world into a mutually beneficial cooperative arrangement.





Mr. President,





	Allow me to conclude by reiterating the critical role that telecommunication plays in all sectors of the economy. It is also the cement that will bind your countries together to form a common market with a common purpose. Finally, as telecommunication and indeed the information technology have a multiplying effect in the growth of other sectors of the economy, I urge you to give this sector the priority it deserves.





	The ITU remains at your disposal to fully collaborate in the challenging mission you have set for yourselves.





	I thank you.
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