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Your Excellencies,

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a pleasure for me to join you at this important meeting in preparation for the World Summit on the Information Society. The first phase of the Summit, in Geneva from 10 to 12 December, is now less than six months away. I would therefore like to thank the League of Arab States for organizing this meeting at such a critical time in the preparations for the Summit. I would particularly like to thank the Secretary-General, Mr Amr Mussa, for taking this initiative, and the Egyptian Minister of Communication and Information Technology, Mr Ahmed Nazif, for hosting this meeting.

Although the first phase of the Summit is almost upon us, it is the second phase—to be held in Tunis in November 2005—that is of particular significance for the Arab States. The Tunis event has the potential to be a fine showcase for the ICT sector of the region. It is also a chance to bring the unique characteristics of the region to the global stage. Equally, it is an opportunity for the region to learn about how the information society is being implemented elsewhere in the world. And although it is Tunisia that is hosting the meeting, I am sure you will agree that all countries of the region share the responsibility of ensuring its success.

******************************

What are the particular challenges of the information society for the Arab States region? While the challenges of making information and communication available to all, and of using ICTs to achieve the UN Millennium Development Goals, are common to all world regions, the starting point for each country and each region is different. What is important therefore, is to have a clear vision of where we are heading and to knit together the global vision with different regional characteristics. The information society does not have to be the same in all countries. But it does require a common vision based on principles such as universality, ubiquity, inclusiveness and equity, respecting human rights and fundamental freedoms.

The World Summit can help in building that common vision. Already, in the draft set of principles that was negotiated at PrepCom-2, we have a working document that we can develop further in the months ahead. But I believe that we need to go beyond this. A World Summit brings together heads of State and ministers. It is a once-in-a-generation opportunity to shape the future of the information society. So I wish to issue a challenge to those involved in the preparations for this event. 
Is it possible to develop a new partnership between governments, the private sector and civil society to chart a policy framework for cyberspace?

By a “policy framework for cyberspace” I mean a shared understanding between different stakeholders on the particular challenges presented by the imminent arrival of a world in which computers and communications are everywhere around us—where they are literally ubiquitous. Each of us will own and use hundreds of different networked devices: on our bodies, in our cars, in our homes, schools and offices. We think today of cyberspace as a place where humans interact with other humans, via e-mail and the World Wide Web. But in the cyberspace of the future, the majority of interactions will be human to machine and machine-to-machine. 

A policy framework needs to extend the concepts and the rules that we apply in the non-virtual, “real” world to the virtual world of cyberspace. In the real world, we have common standards of courtesy, of respect and tolerance. In the real world, we pay taxes, we have police forces, we can vote and we can own property and control our own privacy. All of these concepts and more should also apply in cyberspace. 

To give just one example, each country has its own laws and traditions that apply in the geographical territory of that country. Cyberspace, by contrast, has no frontiers. But that does not mean it should be a lawless place. Rather it means that we have to work harder, and work together, to ensure that cyberspace is a pleasant and safe place to learn, to do business and to play. We must also ensure that cyberspace is a place that respects national cultures and languages. We need to have a common understanding how the cyberspace should be governed among all nations and all stakeholders, because it is a borderless space where everybody, governments, companies, NGOs and individuals, or even machines, lives.  

The received wisdom of our age is that governments should stay out of cyberspace and leave everything to the private sector. I do not believe so. That statement is just as false as the outdated belief that everything should be left to the State. 

In the World Summit preparatory process, we are trying to put into place a new partnership between governments, the private sector and civil society in which each stakeholder has an important role to play. That means there is a need for new coordination mechanisms and new forms of dialogue. The WSIS process of building partnerships and creating a dialogue is of absolute necessity to build a policy framework for cyberspace, a shared understanding between different stakeholders. And I hope this common understanding will eventually lead to a cyber treaty.

******************************

I would like to conclude by paying tribute to the huge strides that our hosts here in Egypt have taken towards building the information society. In a few short years, Egypt has emerged as a regional powerhouse—in mobile communications, in Internet diffusion, and in the preservation of digital heritage. The Government has taken an active role, especially in the creation of IT clubs for children and the promotion of the Internet in schools. And regional programmes have helped to demonstrate the potential of e-government. 

The key to Egypt’s success in this domain has been the support for the ICT sector that has come from the very highest level of government. It was a cabinet-level advisory body—the Information and Decision Support Centre—that first introduced the Internet to Egypt and it is the Government that is driving the current round of telecommunication sector reform. It is appropriate therefore, that the ITU Council recently selected an Egyptian to chair the work on reform of the International Telecommunication Regulations. It is also logical that ITU has chosen Cairo as the host city for TELECOM Africa 2004, next May.

Ladies and Gentlemen, if we take as our model Egypt’s own success in building the information society, we will not go far wrong. 

I wish you every success with this conference.

Thank you.
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