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Mr Samassékou, Chair of the Preparatory Committee of the World Summit on the Information Society,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Dear colleagues,

I am pleased to welcome you today to this preparatory meeting for organizing an online conference for civil society in preparation of the World Summit of the Information Society.  

I extend a particularly warm welcome to Mr Adama Samassékou, President of the WSIS Preparatory Committee.  Your presence with us today testifies to the importance that you attach to the involvement of civil society in the Summit’s preparation process.  I am also very pleased to welcome Mr Alain Clerc, Director of the Civil Society Division of the WSIS Executive Secretariat.  

I would like to take this opportunity to express how much I appreciate the close cooperation between UNESCO and the Executive Secretariat that has been established over the past months in preparing the Summit.  Please be assured of UNESCO’s continuing readiness to work with you and to do all we can to contribute to the Summit’s success.

The proposed consultation with civil society is being organized at the request of the President of the WSIS Preparatory Committee.  Its purpose is to closely involve civil society representatives in the preparation of the Draft Action Plan to be discussed by Member States during the second meeting of the WSIS Preparatory Committee (Prepcom II, Geneva, 17-28 February, 2003).  The online conference that you will organize in the next two days is, therefore, a significant moment in the preparations for the Summit.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

UNESCO has a very special relation with civil society.  Since its inception, UNESCO has recognized that non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with concerns and values close to its own play an important role in international cooperation for the benefit of peoples around the world.  Indeed, for more than half a century, UNESCO has woven a rich tapestry of cooperative relations with a number of such NGOs in its fields of competence, thereby enabling it to work with civil society towards achieving common objectives.  This partnership bears witness to the important work performed by those organizations, alongside government-sponsored action, in processes of international cooperation devoted to promoting peace, security, democracy, justice and development.  

The last two decades in particular have seen a massive increase in the involvement of civil society organizations in international cooperation, an increase that UNESCO, I believe, has helped to facilitate.  Indeed, we are keen to define a new framework within which our relations with civil society can develop still further.  The relations between UNESCO and NGOs are mutually beneficial; in UNESCO’s perspective, these relations are indispensable for reaching the peoples of the world and, in turn, for hearing what they have to say.  Today, 344 NGOs maintain “official” relations with UNESCO and many others co-operate with the Organization’s sectors, institutes and field offices on particular programmes and projects.  

Thus, by experience and inclination, UNESCO is able to relate closely with civil society in general and in the particular areas to be addressed by the World Summit.  This has been recognized by the UN Secretary-General; in his report to ECOSOC on the Summit preparation, Mr Annan applauded the approach adopted by UNESCO to involve civil society organizations and professional communities through a series of consultation meetings.  UNESCO has the advantage of being able to draw upon a wide range of partnerships and collaborations that bring quite diverse constituencies into the Summit process.  Indeed, UNESCO is well-positioned to act as a bridge linking civil society, governments, professional groups and users.  

For UNESCO, a very important part of civil society has always been the news media, represented through international NGO associations.  These must be an integral part of civil society representation.  

There are undoubtedly legitimate security concerns in cyberspace but on no account should these be used to limit freedom of speech or press freedom.  On the contrary, the World Summit must serve as an opportunity finally to put into practice the promise of Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) that “Everyone has the right to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”.  This pledge must be turned into reality.  In this regard, I would also like to recall the commitment of the international community when it endorsed UNESCO’s Declaration of Sofia (1997) that news media using new ICTs “should be afforded the same freedom of expression protections as traditional media”.

Allow me now to briefly update you on UNESCO’s engagement with the World Summit.  I am taking a keen personal interest in the preparations for the Summit.  I have established within UNESCO an intersectoral Task Force on the Information Society, which I am chairing.  The Task Force met for the first time in July and will meet again next month.  I am in regular contact with Mr Khan, ADG/CI, regarding all key developments concerning UNESCO’s involvement in the Summit preparations.  

UNESCO attaches high importance to this event, which will be the only such UN summit next year.  Despite certain criticisms, World Summits, and the processes of preparation and follow-up in which they are embedded, are the best available device to address the global character of the challenges facing our increasingly globalized world.  They may also be the only way to promote a comprehensive debate among all relevant stakeholders.

UNESCO’s approach to the preparation process has taken account of the Summit’s three main concerns (vision, access and applications) and the related clustering of thematic topics.  Drawing upon our Medium-Term Strategy (2002-2007), we have identified four key strategic objectives that the Organization will pursue:

· To find agreement on common principles for the construction of knowledge societies; 

· To promote the use of ICTs for capacity-building, empowerment, governance and social participation;

· To build and strengthen capacities for creation and exchange and for scientific research and communication;

· To enhance learning opportunities through access to diversified contents and delivery systems.

These UNESCO objectives are in close alignment with the Summit’s themes.  Each objective, moreover, is further elaborated in terms of underlying principles and related actions.  Those principles are also four in number, namely:

1. Equal access to education;

2. Freedom of expression;

3. The guarantee of a strong public domain of information;

4. The preservation and promotion of cultural diversity, including multilingualism.

It is our hope that these principles will be incorporated into the animating vision of the World Summit.  By focusing attention on these principles and the issues surrounding them, UNESCO wishes to ensure that the Summit addresses questions that go beyond ‘access’ in technical or infrastructural terms.  After all, the access in question is really about full access to society; more than this, it is about the capacity to influence the kind of society being generated by large-scale technological and economic forces.  We are convinced that the specific social outcomes of technological change are not ‘given’ or inevitable but are subject to ethical choice and public preference.  Different forms of knowledge are embodied in technology itself and in the uses to which technology is put.  We seek to ensure, therefore, that WSIS debates give recognition to the several types of knowledge and understanding that are involved in the formation of knowledge societies.  This can help us to see how ICTs might best be harnessed so that education, science and culture are advanced in inclusive and equitable ways.  

Consequently, in our engagement with the forthcoming World Summit, we have been particularly concerned with influencing - in close cooperation with Member States, civil society partners and UN system agencies - how the Summit’s terms of intellectual and ethical debate are being defined and how the larger policy agenda is being shaped.  That agenda, we believe, should place the very nature of knowledge societies and their construction at the heart of WSIS debates.  Vital social, political, cultural and institutional aspects of change must be taken into serious consideration.  In our view, this requires that issues of human rights, social inclusion, intercultural dialogue, cultural diversity, gender and youth are accorded a central, not a marginal, place within the Summit and its preparatory processes.  Inequalities between different societies must also be examined, as must the ways in which those societies can enter into meaningful dialogue with one another so that cultural as well as technological divides can be narrowed.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me now illustrate some of the main ways in which UNESCO has been working with civil society in this area.  One example pertains to a key function of UNESCO, namely, the development of appropriate normative instruments.  A normative instrument that is likely to be finalized and adopted by UNESCO by the time the World Summit meets in Geneva next year is that concerning the draft recommendation on the promotion and use of multilingualism and universal access to cyberspace.  At its 31st session last year, UNESCO’s General Conference invited me to extend and deepen the consultation process on the draft recommendation.  This has been done through an experts meeting in March 2002 and through consultations with relevant international, intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations, including the Intergovernmental Council for the Information for All Programme, and, of course, with the Member States and Associate Member States of UNESCO.  We have taken particular care to ensure that professional groups and other civil society stakeholders had the opportunity to contribute to this process of consultation.

As a result of these consultations, a revised draft recommendation was presented to the Executive Board last month, whose discussions are being taken into account in the preparation of the revised draft recommendation that will be submitted to the next session of the General Conference in 2003, where I hope it will receive unanimous approval.  Such a decision, I am sure, would carry great weight at the World Summit in Geneva in December 2003.

A second example of how UNESCO works with civil society in this area is that of capacity-building, which is linked to issues of empowerment, democratic governance and social participation.  Given UNESCO’s concern that we build knowledge societies that are grounded upon respect for human rights and are genuinely open and inclusive, we believe that closing the digital divide requires the empowerment of developing countries and of the disadvantaged, marginalized and excluded within all societies.  We are therefore encouraging community-based approaches and local action.  This means directing assistance towards those members of civil society who are most in need, notably women and youth, so that they can acquire the knowledge, skills and training they presently lack.  

A third example is the way UNESCO serves as a forum of intellectual and ethical debate.  By bringing diverse perspectives and interests together, UNESCO creates opportunities for fresh thinking and innovative approaches to be aired and exchanged.  Bringing different constituencies into the same room is especially useful in this regard.  Several useful meetings and exchanges have already taken place and more are in prospect.  These processes of dialogue, by the way, will feed into the first UNESCO World Report, whose theme will be ‘Building Knowledge Societies’.  Although it will not be published in its final form before the December 2003 Summit, the Report’s major insights and findings will be known and I am sure it will have an important impact on the debate. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It remains for me to wish you a most successful meeting.  Before closing, I would like to propose that Mme Monique Fouilhoux, President of the UNESCO/NGO Liaison Committee, assumes the responsibility for chairing your debates and exchanges in the next two days.  Mme Fouilhoux, may I ask you to take the chair.

Thank you 

