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The rapid evolution of information and communication technologies is widening the income and social gaps both within and across countries. Economies with a poor infrastructure such as transport, energy, and telecommunications, lack of human resource skills and entrepreneurship, weak judicial systems will find it increasingly difficult to integrate themselves into global supply chains, risking loss of jobs and incomes.

Barely 6 per cent of the world's people have ever logged onto the Internet and 85 to 90 per cent of them are in the industrialized countries. The level of national income is strongly related to ICT diffusion and is clearly the distinguishing feature of the divide between industrialized and developing countries. The cost and availability of telecommunications determines the extent to which the Internet is used, and per capita access costs are most often higher in poorer countries. Evidence also shows a higher level of Internet usage where political and civil freedoms exist.

The ILO is guardedly optimistic on the chances for employment growth where ICT is most in use. Use of the technologies is nevertheless associated with new patterns of job creation and job loss.  

ILO research has found increased independence of work from its physical location. This is a feature of telework, but it also refers to the relocation of jobs from industrialized to developing countries, such as "back-office" staff located in call centres, data entry and processing, and software development.  Up to 5 per cent of all service-sector jobs in industrialized countries could be "contestable" by developing countries. This would amount to about 12 million jobs in which relocation to developing countries could occur.

ICT is merely a tool, and tools do not substitute for genuine development. It does, however, offer tools that may accelerate development. Countries with the right mix of skills, infrastructure, and policies could become important locations in global markets for intangible products or ICT products generally.  Literacy and education cannot be leapfrogged, yet both are vital for reaping the greatest advantages from the emerging digital era.  There are many avenues available to address the greater need for retraining and lifelong learning. Both feature prominently in enterprise training policies, as well as in the strategies of trade unions, and access to learning opportunities increasingly features in national development agendas.

The independence of work from its location can be liberating not only in spatial terms, but also in the ability to schedule work when desired. The networking economy offers genuine potential for striking a better balance between work and family responsibilities, or work and leisure. The opportunities are real for a more even distribution between developing and industrialized countries, as are the opportunities for people irrespective of gender or physical disability. This will, however, not happen by itself without a serious will. There are social choices and policy decisions to be made at the international as well as at the national levels.

Our challenge in the Summit is whether this potential can be translated into reality for the majority of the world's people anytime soon. A passive policy stance is sure to further marginalize countries and to reinforce divides.

For globalisation to secure broad support it requires a social pillar that supports democracy, transparency, equity, and development. The process needs to be inclusive, and a social dialogue which involves workers, employers and governments is an essential component in this process of encouraging good governance, advancing social and industrial peace and stability and supporting economic progress.

The ILO welcomes and fully endorses the World Summit on the Information Society.  Let us hope that these deliberations will allow the world community to devise strategies that will bridge the digital divide by providing the tools to handle information but, more importantly, by strengthening the abilities of the peoples of the world to use these tools.  
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