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Introduction 

Communications Rights in the Information Society (CRIS) is a campaign to ensure that communication rights are central to the information society and to the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS). The campaign was initiated by the Platform for Communication Rights, a group of NGOs involved in media and communication projects around the world. It was launched in November 2001 and now involves many more organizations and individuals worldwide. 

It is our view that some very serious issues arise for civil society in the context of the emerging Information Society, and its governance globally, regarding, for example, communication rights, cultural development, equitable access to services and information, balanced global development, media ownership and content, and so forth. 

We believe that civil society must play a central role in planning the WSIS from the earliest stages, and not simply during the event itself. Furthermore, we believe that the best way to ensure that civil society is effectively represented is to coordinate and cooperate together. 

The CRIS campaign is guided by a simple statement:

Our vision of the ‘Information Society’ is grounded in the Right to Communicate, as a means to enhance human rights and to strengthen the social, economic and cultural lives of people and communities. 
 

The information society that interests us is one that is based on principles of transparency, diversity, participation and social and economic justice, and inspired by equitable gender, cultural and regional perspectives.

This workshop on the Asian response is taking on two important challenges: 

1. To develop proposals for the World Summit on the Information Society from Asian civil society organizations working with media, information and communication issues; 

2. To devise means to ensure that this response is put on the agenda at the WSIS Asian consultation in Tokyo in January, at the PrepComs and at the Summit itself in order to contribute to the emergence of an "Information Society" with people at the centre. 

These are the same challenges that CRIS has sought to address since the campaign was publicly launched at a seminar in Geneva almost exactly one year ago (Communication as a Human Right in the Information Society: Issues for the WSIS, November 19 and 20, 2001). We have learned a lot over the past year and what I would like to do in this presentation is to look at the brief history of the CRIS campaign, highlighting the experience we have had and the lessons we have learned while dealing with the official process, and, at the same time, to briefly introduce some of the main themes of the CRIS campaign.

Highlights of the CRIS campaign 

December 2000 – We first got wind of the WSIS in Barcelona at the Global Community Networking conference, from Mohammed Harbi, a senior ITU staff member. In his speech Harbi emphasised the need to involve NGOs and civil society organisations. We had the impression that we were the first ones to be invited. 

For a few years there had been rumours of a UN summit on information and communication, with both the ITU and UNESCO being mentioned as lead organisations. The ITU’s claim went back to 1998 when its Plenipotentiary conference in the United States resolved to hold the summit. 

Following Harbi’s announcement, the Platform for Communication Rights, a coalition of NGOs working in international communication issues that came together in 1996, began to monitor the process, although very little seemed to be happening at the time.

October 2001 – Apart from a leaflet, there was very little information about the WSIS. Letters to the ITU went unanswered. We did not understand the dearth of information only two years before such a large summit. At a meeting in WACC’s London offices, the Platform for Communication Rights decided to launch the campaign for Communication Rights in the Information Society (CRIS). But, as more than one person at the meeting observed, our primary objective was simply to put communication issues on the global agenda, so if the WSIS turned out not to offer that opportunity, we would focus our efforts elsewhere. 

November 2001 – After the October meeting we called Reinhard Keune at the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung’s office in Geneva to ask him for information on the WSIS and to help us initiate contact. He suggested that instead of a meeting with the WSIS, we organize a seminar. The seminar, Communication as a Human Right in the Information Society, was attended by forty people, mostly from public broadcasting organisations and NGOs specialised in communication. Representatives from the WSIS Secretariat, UNESCO and the ITU attended the second day of the two-day seminar. 

Seminar participants critiqued the WSIS agenda for being concerned primarily with technical and infrastructure issues and for having a narrow understanding of access. One of the proposed themes was The Needs of Users and it was felt that this should be redefined as Information Society Citizenship. We are not users of the information society, but citizens of it with the rights and obligations that citizenship permits and imposes. Another theme, ICTs and Education, was about using technology to deliver education efficiently. It was felt that this should be broadened to include the range of education required to prepare people for the information society, to enable them to shape and utilise it to their ends. 

Discussions with UNESCO, ITU and the WSIS on the second day were very positive. All three agreed that the participation of civil society was key to the success of the Summit. The WSIS Secretariat committed to working transparently and to keeping civil society informed and involved. 

The reports from the seminar are on the web at: 

http://cris.comunica.org/documents/geneva_seminar/geneva_nov01.htm

January – February 2002 – CRIS’s participation in panel and workshop at the World Social Forum attracted much interest and a Brazilian chapter of CRIS was formed soon after.  Also in January, Sean O Siochrú and I began helping the Civil Society Division of the WSIS Secretariat in their efforts. The WSIS was supposed to be a tripartite summit, with governments, the private sector and civil society working together. The problem was, nobody knew what this should look like. We put together a small working group of experts and started to elaborate some innovative proposals for how civil society could participate as well as some arguments for why civil society participation was essential. The important documentation from this project is at http://comunex.net/wsis/. 

CRIS used this period to start developing proposals for content and themes for the WSIS, working on a series of short presentations of some of the major themes and getting them translated, printed and put on the WWW. We also put together some of the tools we would need – a campaign leaflet, a website, and e-mail lists, including the CRIS Info list which now has more than 300 subscribers. If you are not on it, you can subscribe at http://comunica.org/mailman/listinfo/crisinfo_comunica.org. 

The themes are developed in a series of two-page papers. We have produced a seven of the papers to date, but others are in the works. Among the themes that have been or will be developed are: 

Is the Information Society a useful concept for Civil Society 

The Global Commons

The Creation and Ownership of Information in the Information Society

Control of the Means of Information Distribution 

Democracy and Participation in the Information Society 

Cultural Diversity in the Information Society

Accessing and Using Digital Information

Gender in the Information Society

The Governance of the Information Society 

Information Surveillence by Industry and Government 

Censorship 

The Role of Community Media 

The Radio Spectrum 

Values and Human Rights in the Information Society 

Ten Key Proposals for a People's Information Society
In February, we got a copy of a letter sent by the ITU Secretary General to all governments inviting them to the Preparatory Committee (PrepCom) in July. In the letter, the secretary general requested that goverments "strongly consider including representatives from the private sector and civil society in your preparatory team". We sent the letter to the CRIS Info list suggesting that people contact their governments and ask how they propose to include civil society in the process. Two months later we learned that our distributing the letter was a violation of ITU protocol of scandalous proportions, prompting us to suggest that the WSIS adopt a “tranparency protocol”. 

April 2002 – In February UNESCO had held a series of four thematic consultations in Paris. In April, UNESCO and the Civil Society Divison (CSD) of the WSIS hosted a “plenary”, with the participants of the four consultations plus a number of others. Of the 150  participants, more than twenty were members of CRIS and a number of others joined afterwards. Largely thanks to CRIS, the consultation came up with a series of very good proposals on modalities of participation. Content and themes proposals were also interesting, although less cohesive. The meeting formed the basis of UNESCO’s submission to July’s PrepCom, which was very good but ignored.  

Following the UNESCO consultations, CRIS continued to move ahead, with varying degrees of success, on the two tracks – themes, and modalities of participation. Many of our proposals for themes were incorporated in a document presented by the CSD at Paris as the final official proposal to be discussed at the PrepCom. But when we arrived at the PrepCom in July, this version was nowhere to be seen – instead there was a confusing collection of proposals, once again emphasising technology. 

July 2002 – The term Preparatory Committee invokes images of a small group taking care of the practicalities of organizing a meeting. A PrepCom, as it is referred to, is not at all like that. Held in Geneva’s international conference centre PrepCom 1 was a massive and highly formal affair. For days at a time official delegates, many of them professional diplomats, read from prepared texts in a room so big you often cannot see who is speaking. Sequential monologues do not a dialogue make.  

The more than thirty CRIS members who participated arrived with goodwill and optimism. We knew that the primary work of a Prepcom is to define the rules of the game, and were prepared to join in the process. However, others had other ideas about the role of the civil society. The discussions on the rules and procedures were to be held behind closed doors – government participation only – and a special programme had been organized for civil society, safely located across the street from the main gathering and concerned with thematic issues, rather than the strategic ones that governments were discussing. It could have been an interesting event, but we hadn’t travelled to Geneva for a parallel seminar. We were there because we had been invited to be full partners in the WSIS. 

The advance work that CRIS had done meant that we were well prepared for dealing with the reality of the PrepCom. CRIS members met the day before and decided to put CRIS’s content concerns on the back burner in order to focus on supporting the whole civil society plenary. The rules governing participation were the important thing being discussed and there was a broad consensus about them. Thus, alongside the thematic programme arranged by the Civil Society Division of the WSIS Secretariat, civil society organisations, with the active support of CRIS, set up working groups to monitor the official meetings, develop positions, produce papers, and lobby. It was an impressive effort. The results were disappointing. 

The civil society plenary was well organised, had access to the various sub-committees and national delegations, and its positions were received favourably by many, including the EC, many African and Latin American delegations as well as Switzerland, Ireland and Canada. However, the rules that were adopted were anything but innovative. They will not allow NGOs to participate in the bureau, the real decision making body for the summit, even as observers. NGOs can also be excluded from participation in the agenda development and have no guarantee of inclusion in significant parts of the formal process. The promise of innovation and partnership appeared to have been forgotten. 

The disussion of themes reached no conclusion, but if NGOs are excluded from the discussions, there is no reason to be overly optimistic. Evaluating the meeting on the final day, CRIS, and the civil society plenary, decided to continue to engage the WSIS on the basis of skeptical engagement. We will continue to participate in the process, in the hope that the restrictive rules will be reconsidered by the next PrepCom in February. 

September 2002 – The WSIS announced an “informal meeting on content and themes” for September 16, 17 and 18. CRIS found out about it on August 23, and sent the news to the CRIS Info list. The official invitation for civil society was only sent on September 3, leaving less than two weeks to prepare. We are also told that there will be only four spaces for civil society organisations to speak and that we will only be able to participate on the first day. On the other two days, government delegates will meet behind closed doors. 

Pradip Thomas from WACC, a founding member of CRIS, agreed to present a paper on behalf of the coordinating group of the civil society plenary. The paper is probably the most substantial document presented at the three day meeting. It is on the WWW at http://www.geneva2003.org/home/documents/doc01/16sept_en.pdf

October 2002 – The European regional consultation took place in Bucharest, Romania. The results were mixed. There was a good deal of frustration and disorganization 

Once again, however, CRIS consciously put most of its energy into supporting the civil society plenary and the CSCG, rather than promoting our own communication-related agenda. 

With the support of the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) CRIS is commissioning six papers on key communication and information right issues. Some of the papers, which will explore issues more deeply and map out proposals, will be ready for distribution at the next PrepCom in February. 

Conclusion

CRIS has successfully put communications rights issues on the agenda of civil society organisations and governments. Although we have not yet been able to have significant influence on the formal agenda, the Bucharest Declaration that was the product of the European consultation puts a strong emphasis on communication rights. The very first sentence describes "a vision of an information society, where all persons, without distinction of any kind, exercise their right to freedom of opinion and expression, including the freedom to hold opinions without interference, and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers." This is a major step forward from the purely technical content that we were seeing less than one year ago. 

CRIS is recognised as an important reference point – a link to its website features prominently on the WSIS Civil Society Division’s website and we are regularly consulted by the secretariat, and listened to by the EC, many governments, the chair of the preparatory process and others. We have been commissioned by the ITU to present one of four thematic papers to be presented during PrepCom 2 – the others are on security, education and access. 

Finally, CRIS has provided guidance and leadership for other civil society organisations, primarily through the Civil Society Plenary Group that came together during PrepCom1, continued to work together through September's informal meeting on content and themes, and is now preparing proposals for the next PrepCom in February. 

However, there is still resistance to our full participation in the WSIS. CRIS, like the rest of civil society, continues to be excluded from much of the process. CRIS's position is one of sceptical engagement – as long as the WSIS provides a vehicle for putting communication rights on the agenda, we will be there. If it does not offer that opportunity, or if it appears that it will actually erode the rights and privileges that have been won by civil society over the last fifty years, then we will apply our energy elsewhere. 

- end -

