UNESCO and the Knowledge Society for All: WSIS is a mere start…

Evgeny Kuzmin
Chair, Program Committee; Executive Secretary, Organising Committee, International Conference “UNESCO between Two Phases of the World Summit on the Information Society”

Intergovernmental Council member, Russian Committee Chair, UNESCO Information for All Program

IFLA Board member;

Chief of the Archive Department, Ministry of Culture and Mass Communications of the Russian Federation

Each of the participants gathered here can be regarded, with great certainty, as one of the privileged class of the Information-rich. We all have unlimited access to the information society treasures. We actively use those treasures, and are victim to its trials and tribulations. All that, to be frank, makes us rather tired.
Russian Internet users have been exchanging a joke for three years now about the information society impact on our private life. The joke is amended every now and then. Some people who see it for a first time wonder if they can place it on their website, and even whether it is protected by copyright. 
The joke runs as follows:

· years have passed since we played a rubber with real not virtual cards on a PC;

· each of us has a list of fifteen phone numbers to contact our family of three, and we don’t remember our own numbers – just as dozens of our own logins, passwords and PIN codes;

· we are contacting by e-mail a colleague in the office next door or even a family member in another room in our own flat;

· we lost contact with friends and relations because they do not have e-mail, while exchanging several messages a day with colleagues at the other end of the world;

· we have stayed on our job for the last four years though working for another three companies;

· we fly into panic whenever we get out leaving our mobile at home, and we rush back to take it;
· to get on the web is the first thing we do as we wake in the morning—even before we have our coffee.

That joke concerns us all, doesn’t it?
The global information society we are all making together is, to a great extent, an abstraction, for the time being. Each of the political activists and experts in this room is aware of that point, and each has a view of that abstraction all his own. There are many opinions, approaches and theories, with debates seething on them all. There are hundreds of definitions of the global information society. One thing is clear. To the people we are referring to as the Information-poor, this society is a future some of them have heard or read something about. They have not the slightest idea of when it will come, if at all. To the others, The Information-rich, it is a reality of quite some time ago. Indicatively, the International Journalists’ Union described the information society as “the puzzle of the century” several years ago. Arguments have been going on long before the Tunis summit, and will be on long after it.

It took five years to prepare the first phase of the Summit. Those five years of heated discussions finished in Geneva by coming to a consensus that appeased almost all. True, not all were satisfied by Summit achievements—yet it adopted two pivotal international documents: the Declaration of Principles and the Action Plan.

Political leaders of the world – presidents, prime ministers, parliament speakers, influential ministers, and leaders of major international organisations, such as the United Nations, UNESCO, WTO and many others – were speaking from the numerous Summit rostrums in Geneva about the information society as about a puzzle done by half.

I am making bold to do summing up. The global information society comes as a new phase of human civilization, and its new developmental paradigm. The future has got another chance to become safer and more just than now if we come all together to give a wording to our goals, blueprint our strategies, and implement them firmly and consistently. The ICTs are really opening new breathtaking vistas in that sense. Yet this fine future will never come of itself. To be sure, it cannot guarantee affluence and calm to all in advance.
On the contrary, as is clear to all now, that pioneer technologies promote settling some problems by offering others in exchange, whether on the local scale or the global, so to make even more entangled the sinister cobweb of ever new threats. The worst of these builds up inequality of access to essential knowledge, and so widens the gap of mutual misunderstanding between the Information-rich and the Information-poor. Misunderstanding inevitably breeds conflict. On the national scale, it increases social marginalization, while on the global, it is rapidly ousting countries and even regions into the backyard of global progress.
The second Summit phase in Tunis will certainly bring another consensus, with new essential documents to adopt. Hard routine toil will come in again after it. That will be brainwork, and political, organisational, educational and practical efforts.

If any of us find something inappropriate in the Geneva documents, that means those who share our views made a minority during the Summit or its preparations, while our opponents were in the majority, or their arguments turned out more convincing – or they were the more dynamic and insistent, or again, the more influential, as it happens all too often. If someone thinks the documents have omitted an important point that means clashes round that point were so big that it was wiser to pass them in silence. The point might have been merely forgotten, too. The Declaration of Principles and the Action Plan are just what the whole world managed to make an understanding on, eighteen months ago. They are no greater than that, and no smaller.
It all will be re-enacted in Tunis, with a certain degree of precision – new documents will be passed but the blank spots and contradictions will stay. More than that, as we all know, contradictions make the basis of development. Now, who will come as the best-prepared, and who will play the key part at and after the Summit in Tunis? Who will gain the greater prestige and influence? As I see it, all who have gathered here are eager to see UNESCO gaining the upper hand. That is our evident interest.
A great many national and international structures are analyzing formative processes of the global information society. Yet only one international organisation is purposefully and systematically studying the most general cultural, legal, moral, ethical and social fruit of those processes. UNESCO is that organisation. The World Summit on the Information Society is only starting the construction of a new world.

Russia supports the UNESCO-elaborated concept of the knowledge society, not mere ideas of the global information society. We entirely share the four principles compliance with which is indispensable for a just knowledge society to emerge and make progress: 
· Cultural and linguistic diversity;

· Equal access to education;

· Universal access to information as public property;

· Freedom of self-expression.

Not the Internet and not the telecommunication infrastructure are to be in the focus of international information policies, the way UNESCO is forming and promoting them. Surely, it is clear to all that the information society would be inconceivable without technologies – but it must be up to other organisations to tackle the matter. To UNESCO, it is a thing of the past. UNESCO is today to focus attention on the human being – the individual and the community alike, because man is the maker and end user of information.

We must see the following point: to use and build up his creative resources, man in the information society needs knowledge and habits to a greater extent than before. We Russians are ever more often describing the sum total of those habits and knowledge as “personal information culture”. We are working at a respective concept as we are implementing the UNESCO Information for All Program. The world has been extensively using, within recent years, the term, “Information literacy”. As we Russians see it, that is a far narrower and more particular category than what we are introducing in Russia.
Now, what personal qualities, capacities and habits does it take to make man’s information culture?

Above all, it implies a thirst for information, instilled even in childhood – an understanding that almost every question already has an answer somewhere.

It is an ability to find information necessary in everyday life to solve one’s private problems, make a career, achieve success, build up one’s abilities, and get to higher, qualitatively new living standards.

It is an ability to critically consider the information one finds from the point of its topicality, reliability and scope.

It is an ability to effectively use obtained information in work, studies, and whatever other activities.

Last but not least, it is an ability to create one’s own information product, which will be of good quality, competitive and necessary to others.

Internet rather quickly made this world a real small place. It gave many an equal start. Much that appeared extremely remote before the world web is now close and perfectly accessible. Thanks to Internet and the UNESCO flagship Information for All Program, many people and organisations have thoroughly re-appraised their role in this small world.
A sensation came as result of it all – Kemerovo used to be an obscure town in Siberia. Its State University of Culture and Arts was no less obscure only until recently. Now, it is a world known centre of research on personal information culture.

It is all the fashion now to discuss not only ICTs but also their content. Meanwhile, the Internet progress has sent skyrocketing production of information, not only in digital but also in printed form. Book publishing is spectacularly gaining momentum worldwide. That makes it essential to make use not only of electronic information but printed matter as well – above all, such that is stored in libraries and archives, social institutions specially established to eternally preserve the human race’s information, knowledge and experience. We can only regret that the Geneva summit documents fail to make even a single mention of book, this glorious cultural phenomenon, and of reading, this essential formative tool of imagination and critical thinking.
To form information policies is a big problem. It takes people of many professions to make these politics at the national and transnational level alike. Many of those people – who happen to be the most influential of all – have only technical or economic education, and are far from the humanitarian ideas and ideals that are linked to the development of the human intellectual and moral potential – yet it is the human brain that stores many threats to sustained development.
Many countries in all parts of the world, especially developing countries and those with a transition economy – Russia being no exception, focus their practical information policies on the technical or technological aspects of infrastructural progress – for instance, on laying cables (not that we can do without them), on launching satellites, developing wireless communications, and manufacturing and installing necessary equipment. No less often, information policies boil down to the mass media and related issues, though it is topical now to make an emphasis on information security. The matter has become quite a fashion, so it is highlighted on every possible occasion, now aptly, now totally out of place. In that, other pivotal aspects of information policies are overlooked more often than not. These are the content of information, however much we may be talking about it, and man as information maker and end user. There is another point to bear in mind, too – information, the electronic media outlets broadcast, stays topical for an hour. Information that appears in a newspaper has a day’s lifespan. Libraries alone can make it permanently accessible to all.
Up-to-date libraries with the latest technical equipment are just the institutions that can do the information market monitoring, and it is their duty to take it up. That monitoring concerns the Internet and the long-established market of books and other printed matter, periodicals included. We can only regret that the role and significance of libraries and archives is often underrated in everyday practice, though none others than libraries deserve to be regarded as heart of the information society.

To digitize the top-quality cultural and research content stored in libraries, museums and archives has become one of the most topical targets. Its vast scope and tremendous costs demand a comprehensive and coordinated approach to the task – not only at a national level but also at the international.
Attempts are currently made to meet an ambitious goal at the European Commission level, within the framework of Project MINERVA – to elaborate practical patterns for national program coordination to digitize cultural and research information with prospects for an all-European platform of access to information resources.
The Russian IFAP Committee, one of the initiators and organisers of this conference, was established three years ago. Since then, it has arranged dozens of events to popularize UNESCO, promote the program, and develop it. Those events involved tens of thousands of experts on information, libraries and archives, journalists, and political and business activists from several tens of countries. We can also mention here several hundred press contributions, about thirty books, and a number of original projects. We made successful public introductions of our activities on two occasions at sessions of the Intergovernmental IFAP Council in Paris. Those presentations concerned the Personal Information Culture concept, as well. We advanced the idea of pooling efforts on the UNESCO Information for All Program and the European Union Program Minerva.

One can make an impressive idea of the scope of our committee activities from the website, www.google.com. The Google offers 12,000 Russian-language references on UNESCO Information for All Program, as against 701 in English, and 24 in French.
We have succeeded in establishing an infrastructure and practical patterns for implementing the Program in Russia. We have gathered a brilliant and well-knit expert team to represent many spheres. There are 130,000 libraries in my vast country, and I don’t think even one of them is ignorant of the Program. We have collected more than a million US dollars within these three years. Yet an opulent harvest of ideas is still ahead. That is like shrubs you plant – they will break into blossom three or even five years later.
Throughout those years, we have always been aware of interested support from many wonderful people – officers of UNESCO and its Moscow Office, of Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Culture, the Federal Agency for Culture and Cinematography, the UNESCO Commission of the Russian Federation, and the Russian permanent representation at UNESCO. We largely owe our achievements to that support. The Ministry of Information Technologies and Communications of the Russian Federation is developing into our prominent partner.
The UNESCO Director General finds it extremely important to guarantee active UNESCO participation in the World Summit on the Information Society and in its preparations. We fully share his opinion. UNESCO is far more than its headquarters in Paris – it is all of us. UNESCO member countries matter the most. Now, we must do everything we can for no one to say we are idle and indifferent to UNESCO duties and reputation, especially now, at a turning point when the foundation is being laid for the global information society. It will be unpardonable to let the chance slip.
Eighteen months ago, even before the Geneva Summit, we were thinking what UNESCO ought to do in between the Geneva and Tunis summits. It was then we arrived at the idea for a necessary conference, “UNESCO between Two Phases of the World Summit on the Information Society”.
We offered the idea to a special session of the Council for Culture and the Arts under the President of the Russian Federation – a session dedicated to Russia-UNESCO partnership. Mr. Koichiro Matsuura, UNESCO Director General, was attending. He and President Vladimir Putin immediately offered their support to the idea.

UNESCO summed up its activities at the Geneva Summit, and introduced the information society ideas, at which it had been working for fifteen years. It had stored up a huge material by the Geneva event. Today, on the contrary, all leading figures are lacking new ideas. That is easy to understand – a mere eighteen months have passed since the Geneva Summit.
That is why we have gathered here in St. Petersburg now, half a year before the Tunis Summit, for this big conference. It is an event involving many sectors – a multi-disciplinary, interdisciplinary and trans-disciplinary conference. We sincerely believe it will come as a fruitful dialogue, a real brainstorm to discuss the broadest-possible scope of issues pertaining to the emerging global information society.
We regard this conference as an essential Russia-UNESCO joint project. This event is destined to promote UNESCO worldwide – not only during preparations for the World Summit on the Information Society but for a long time after it.

Here in St. Petersburg, UNESCO is once again spectacularly demonstrating itself as initiator of the global intellectual elite joining hands to have a positive impact on the formation of a new world order in the global information society.

In this connection, I have a request to make to all the participants. As you make your communications and introductions, and in summing up the conference – a task for which we have scheduled half a day, please pay special attention to the wording of practical proposals UNESCO can be expected to make as recommendations at the Tunis phase of the World Summit on the Information Society.
You may ask just what we Russian organisers can gain with this conference.
I think we shall gain really much. It concerns not only the future but the recent past, as well. What has this conference given us now, since the instant we arrived at its idea?

Suffice it to say that, during its preparation, one of the conference organisers – the Russian Committee of the UNESCO Information for All Program, which I have the honour to lead, made extensive analytical efforts. We studied, translated into Russian, published and circulated fundamental UNESCO materials on all formative aspects of the global information society.
As far as we know, Russia is the only country to have done it. Analysis of those books helped us once again to see the strong and weak points of information society formation in Russia, with special attention to its humanitarian aspects. It gave us a clearer idea of prognostication for global development. I hope it will help us create our own scientifically based strategies – at least, in the humanitarian sphere; and attract capital investment in using ICTs in culture, research, education, and in libraries, museums and archives  – those institutions of human memory.
By way of conclusion, I should like to use this occasion to thank UNESCO once again for its inestimable help in organising this conference, and for its support of the Russian Committee of the Information for All Program. I hope our further partnership will be just as fruitful.

Thank you.
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