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Mr. Chairman: 

I am honoured to speak for Canada at this first major meeting to prepare the World Summit on the Information Society.

           We have much to do this week and through the 18 months until the event begins. Our main aim is to put Information and Communication Technologies to work bringing information and knowledge to bear where they’re needed in the struggle to reduce poverty, promote good governance and otherwise serve the development goals of the Millennium Declaration. There is a complex lot at stake here - and we haven’t much time.

             Our main goal is all the more challenging because we are working in a climate that has changed dramatically since the idea of a world summit on the information society was first conceived.  Turbulence in the so-called "new-economy," however, and the current financial travails of the telecommunications sector, have diminished not at all the power of information technology to transform production processes, commerce, government, education and citizen participation. 

             Mr. Chairman, we commend the secretariat for its “Proposed Themes for the Summit and Possible Outcomes.” This document takes a major step forward, identifying and categorizing the main issues that face developing countries in the global information society. We can build well on this fine base.

Mr. Chairman, access to knowledge and information has always been a prerequisite for human development. In our age, information and communications technologies are recognized as more than a key economic sector in their own right; they are essential tools in economic, social, cultural and political development. Our debate ought not be about the allocation of resources between ICT’s and food or water or antibiotics. We ought rather focus on how ICT’s might best be integrated in the systematic pursuit of these and other development goals. 

             Canada has become one of the most connected country in the world.  It has done so by creating an environment that favours private investment and promoting public initiatives to enhance communications infrastructure, with emphasis on Internet access in schools and communities. We think inclusion is job one in democracy. Our goal at home has been to connect our citizens to each other and to the world – wherever they live, whatever their linguistic or cultural heritage. Our goal here is to help make that happen for citizens around the world.  We want to count them in.

             As many international institutions address challenge and opportunity in the digital divide, Mr. Chairman, a global agenda and a dynamic constellation of working groups have emerged: the UN ITC Task Force, the OECD, APEC, NePAD, the Summit of the Americas, the Commonwealth, la Francophonie, the World Bank and the G-8 DOT Force (which we chaired this year and will have a chance to tell you about in a report on our experience later this week). On that note, the G-8 Africa Action Plan, adopted at last week’s G8 Summit in Kananaskis, Alberta, Canada, includes an engagement to work with Africa to create digital opportunities. Taking the lead, Canada $23 million to support DOT Force initiatives aimed at Africa, including among others, a new Centre for Connectivity in Africa.  The main point for us in all this is that we are not starting from scratch. A lot of work has been done; we have much to build on. We don’t want to waste time here reinventing the wheel.

             In the Caribbean, an information network connects national AIDS programs, helping them exchange information and promote prevention. The network establishes standard information on HIV/AIDS prevention and trains local staff on information management and the Internet.

             The global “Development Countries Farm Radio Network” produces radio scripts on farming practices that can be implemented by families, for use by more than 1,100 radio network members. The initiative reaches millions of farmers and their family members around the world with information they need, demand, and use. 

             In Africa, the African Virtual University links 26 sites in 15 sub-Saharan countries, giving Africans access to high-quality distance education with up-to-date courses relevant to their needs and priorities.

              Two common dimensions, both of which resonate with lessons we’ve learned in Canada, are prominent in these practical initiatives to use information and knowledge technologies in development. First, they are community-based, rooted in the felt needs of communities, tailored to their capacities, and led by their members.  Second, they are powered by partnerships of the public, private and civic sectors of society. 

           These initiatives validate the individual communicator. They build the awareness, skills and capacity required to increase household incomes and foster the horizontal markets needed to sustain the Information Economy in the developing world. They teach that access, however achieved, is only part of the story; utilization and content are critical. Success comes through participatory development. Communities aren’t adapted to technologies. It’s the other way around: technologies are appropriated by communities and adapted to their needs and their culture. 

              Mr. Chairman, more than thirty years ago, Marshall McLuhan, the Canadian who coined the phrase “the global village,” foresaw that, used creatively, information and communications technologies could emancipate people everywhere who had useful access by overcoming age-old barriers of distance, time and even language, culture and station. Today, the power and potential of that technology are immeasurably greater than in McLuhan’s time. But though practically universal access is within reach, many around the world are still  isolated, excluded, counted out.

               If we can close the gaps in their access and if we can foster useable content of real values in daily lives, we can help make some information and communications technologies common wealth, infrastructure for the whole human family. McLuhan’s global village remains a great vision. Our job here is to help make it real. For Canada, Mr. Chairman, the sooner the better.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

