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Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am pleased and honoured to address this Opening Ceremony of the Conference “UNESCO between Two Phases of the World Summit on the Information Society” on behalf of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The Director-General of UNESCO, Mr Koïchiro Matsuura, who is unfortunately unable to be here today, has asked me to convey to you his best wishes for the success of your Conference and to commend the Russian authorities for their initiative in organizing this event.

UNESCO’s engagement with the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) has been constructive, vigorous and sustained. It has been and continues to be a great challenge. We are confident that UNESCO has made some significant contributions to the WSIS but it has also been a learning process that has required us to reflect seriously upon our vision, our strategy and our practice. In sum, while influencing the WSIS, we are also being changed by it. This is entirely appropriate for a UN agency that prides itself on being a learning organization.

UNESCO’s distinctive contribution to the World Summit has been its elaboration of the concept of “knowledge societies”. Its advocacy of the need to build knowledge societies was endorsed by the participants of the Ministerial Round Table “Towards Knowledge Societies”, that was held during the last General Conference in October 2003. This was followed by the UNESCO High-Level Symposium “Building Knowledge Societies - from Vision to Action”, that was organized during the World Summit in Geneva, in December 2003.

Recognizing the close link between knowledge and development, the leaders attending these two UNESCO events stressed that the building of knowledge societies is essential for improving the quality of life, building social cohesion based on respect for diversity, and enhancing the economic strength of societies. They affirmed that building knowledge societies opens the way to humanizing the globalization process. 

Throughout its contribution to the WSIS process, UNESCO has emphasised four key principles upon which knowledge societies should be based, namely, freedom of expression; quality education for all; universal access to knowledge and information; and respect for cultural and linguistic diversity. The Declaration and Plan of Action that emerged from the Geneva Phase of the World Summit gave due recognition to these emphases that UNESCO has promoted tirelessly and consistently. 

We believe that the idea of a single, uniform global information society does not express the vision of social and human development which information and communication technology and its many applications are making possible. In particular, the concept of “knowledge societies” that are pluralistic, inclusive and participatory, and grounded upon the four principles just cited, offers an attractive prospect - not of a constraining uniformity but of a liberating diversity. It is, however, a prospect or opportunity and is by no means a certain outcome. 

The task now, as was recognized in Geneva, is to implement the Plan of Action. For UNESCO, this means findings ways in which to operationalise the four principles through a variety of concrete actions so that knowledge societies have a better chance of being created. Indeed, more than half of the 150 actions that are listed in the WSIS Plan of Action fall under UNESCO’s competence, mainly those related to access to information and knowledge, capacity-building, ICT applications such as e-learning and e-science, cultural diversity and identity, linguistic diversity and local content, the media and the ethical dimensions of the Information Society. Many concrete activities have already been implemented, as is documented in the UNESCO WSIS Action Directory. 

We have no illusions, let me add, that UNESCO can do this alone. Consequently, our approach to the follow-up of the Geneva Phase has focused on questions of partnership as well as on questions of implementation and action. Indeed, the need to create a framework for a multi-stakeholder approach to further actions has strongly influenced our follow-up to Geneva and our preparation for Tunis. We believe that effective partnership is the key to successful action.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

In addition to its programmatic actions aimed at putting relevant aspects of the WSIS Plan of Action into practice, UNESCO has organized four thematic meetings this year, each of which is intended to further elaborate the Organization’s concept of “knowledge societies”. Let me now briefly examine each in turn, highlighting their main contributions to the WSIS process.

In February 2005, UNESCO organized a two-day International Conference in Paris on “Freedom of Expression in Cyberspace”. This experts’ meeting was attended by about 200 participants, including journalists, publishers, other media professionals, academics, NGO and civil society activists, and a large number of official representatives of Member States of UNESCO. The purpose of this meeting was to discuss the challenges and opportunities that this fundamental right encounters in the global digital network. 

The meeting adopted no official declaration but there was a strongly endorsement of the four principles underpinning UNESCO’s concept of “knowledge societies” and it was agreed that Internet media should have the same freedoms as print and broadcast media. The conference concluded that it is dangerous to establish regulations for the flow of information in cyberspace. The Internet should be based upon full human rights, the meeting insisted, and it is the responsibility of all states to respect and defend these rights when it comes to their application in cyberspace. The participants wished that this message be included in any new declaration from the countries participating in the WSIS process. The Conference also encouraged the development of guidelines that could ensure the legal underpinning of commercial Internet enterprises, especially Internet service providers. In addition, the participants recommended the examination of how international legal provisions might be established to minimize ‘spam’ without infringing upon freedom of expression. 

The second thematic meeting was an international conference on “Multilingualism for Cultural Diversity and Participation for All in Cyberspace” that was held from 6 to 7 May in Bamako, the capital of Mali. This event was organized by UNESCO in cooperation with the African Academy of Languages (ACALAN) and with financial support from the Agence Intergouvernementale de la Francophonie (AIF). While it was undoubtedly a global meeting of experts on the many aspects of multilingualism and cyberspace, the holding of the Conference in Africa was especially beneficial, not least by affording many opportunities for networking.

The conference illustrated one of UNESCO’s greatest strengths, namely, its convening capacity. In this particular case, many different constituencies of stakeholders involved in multilingualism were brought together for the first time. UNESCO is uniquely well-placed, as an honest broker and as a neutral actor, to provide a common platform on which to exchange know-how, share good practices and devise appropriate solutions. 

The Bamako meeting, in fact, proved to be extremely valuable for recognizing the importance of “problem-solving networks” of practitioners who can bring their different knowledge, experience and know-how to bear on complex issues. The ‘added-value’ coming from UNESCO’s role as convener, facilitator, mobiliser and catalyst is that by bringing different pieces of the puzzle together, the whole picture comes into view, adding new dimensions of meaning. 

One of the outcomes of the Bamako meeting, for example, was a clear recognition that the debate over multilingualism in cyberspace must change. It can no longer be dominated by the relative positions, as measured by rates of Internet usage, between a handful of ‘global’ languages but must seriously engage with the presence of lesser used languages. Far from being a minor or peripheral issue, the representation of lesser used languages on the Internet goes to the heart of the relationship between ICT and the digital environment, on the one hand, and national and community development, on the other. Local content means local languages and local knowledge, and all are vitally implicated in how communities engage with the challenge of sustainable development, understood not as an imposed and alien process but as a process of community empowerment.

Bridging the digital divide must not be bought at the terrible price of destroying hundreds of local languages. On the contrary, the presence of lesser used languages in cyberspace should be part of the process through which they survive and flourish. This also has implications for education, especially regarding the use of mother language in schools and literacy programmes. Indeed, the flourishing and sustainability of local languages, abetted by ICT and mother language teaching, should increasingly be seen as a key sign that community-based development is really taking place. 

At the Bamako meeting, the discussions revealed the practicality of devising and applying a step-by-step guideline regarding how a language could be placed on the Internet. For this to occur, as a number of participants pointed out, a close working partnership with local communities is essential from the outset. While national frameworks of policy and programme are clearly important, the building of pluralistic and inclusive knowledge societies is fundamentally a grassroots process. The remarkable feature of ICT is how, if properly used, this ‘global’ resource can be harnessed very productively at the local level.  

Thus, the Bamako conference showed that the debates on multilingualism in cyberspace are linked to broader questions of access, participation, sustainability and development; indeed, these questions are central to the notion of “sustainable diversity”. At the same time, the stress on localization and the community points the way towards key tasks that need to be performed if the WSIS Plan of Action is to be operationalised. UNESCO will ensure that these key lessons are transmitted to the Tunis Phase of the World Summit and, moreover, are taken into proper account in its own programmes and actions. 

The third thematic meeting – on “ICT for Capacity-Building: Critical Success Factors” – was held last week at UNESCO Headquarters. Organized by UNESCO in cooperation with the Club of Rome, this meeting focused on identifying the conditions and factors vital for ensuring the effective and successful use of new delivery methods for learning and skills development. Particular attention was paid to the needs of marginalized groups such as rural populations, the urban poor, refugees, the visually impaired and those affected by the HIV and AIDS epidemic.

Taking the WSIS Plan of Action as a given, the meeting focused on how to make the best use of current resources, energies and commitments so that we can speed up our response to the problems that developing countries face in regard to ICT and capacity-building. A number of factors common to successful projects and practices emerged from the discussions, including clarity of purpose, localization, sustainability, community empowerment, capacity-building, relevant policy advice, effective coordination, integrated monitoring and evaluation, and the need for multi-stakeholder partnerships. I am pleased to note that, when it came to the critical factor of building trust and confidence, women were recognized as much more reliable and trustworthy than men. I have known this for a long time, of course, but it is gratifying to have a confirmation that the feminization of capacity-building is vital for development. 

One thing that emerged clearly from this recent thematic meeting is that new paradigms of ICT and learning are taking shape that offer opportunities of large-scale and speedy action that cannot be ignored. Examples as diverse as community learning centres, national educational reform programmes, agricultural extension schemes, and HIV/AIDS-related projects showed that ICT is transforming how learning and capacity-building are undertaken in many parts of the world. 

A unique feature of this meeting was the live discussion platform which enabled us to get ‘real time’ interaction with 12 locations in Latin America, the Arab States, Africa and Asia. This provided further evidence of how ICT can provide added value. 

Finally, I am pleased that the organizers of this event in St Petersburg have agreed to our proposal to integrate within the framework of this conference the thematic meeting on “Cultural Diversity in Knowledge Societies”.  

The purpose of this last of our four thematic meetings for WSIS is to consider and measure the sustainability of cultural diversity through the opportunities offered by ICT to build future knowledge societies. This will take into consideration new intercultural connections and networking, new avenues for making old and new knowledge available, new vehicles for promoting and expressing creativity, and new means of access to cultural contents and services produced worldwide. These are exciting and fast-moving issues and I am looking forward to the presentations and discussions.

All of these meetings are, of course, within the purview of UNESCO’s Information for All Programme, whose mission of promoting “Information for All” is integral to the building of knowledge societies.

The outcomes of the four thematic meetings are building blocks within UNESCO’s engagement with the WSIS process and will be taken forward to the Tunis Phase of the World Summit. In Tunis, UNESCO is organizing a High-Level Round Table that, drawing upon these thematic consultations, will further explore the role of knowledge in development in the perspective of building knowledge societies. The question ‘what knowledge for what development?’ goes to the heart of the issue. Of particular interest will be the nexus between language, education and culture in different contexts. For UNESCO, this nexus is central to the relationship between knowledge and development, with many implications for both policy and practice.

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I cannot end my remarks without paying tribute to the National Committee for the Information for All Programme of the Russian Federation, led by Mr Evgueni Ivanovitch Kouzmine, who was instrumental in organizing this impressive event. UNESCO is grateful to you, Mr Kouzmine, and to your staff for all the efforts that you have made over the last few months to bring us all together here in St Petersburg. This is yet another proof of the energy of your Committee, which has been exemplary in facilitating the outreach of UNESCO’s Information for All Programme at the national level. 

On behalf of UNESCO, I wish you every success in you deliberations during the coming three days.

Thank you.
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