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1. The IT Economy and Civil Society

1.1 The Beginning of the IT Economy
The IT economy actually began to emerge as a full-fledged entity in the second half of the 1990s, but when thinking of the characteristics of the Internet-based IT economy, it is extremely useful to think back to the way the Internet was used as a research network before the 1980s.

The Internet as a research network grew remarkably into the 1980s, becoming a network that joined universities and research institutes not only in the U.S. but all over the world. Various reasons for this rapid growth have been proposed; I think the most important is the openness and horizontal nature that characterized the shaping of the network, development of protocols, formation of agreements and decision-making.

Indeed, when the Internet was used as a research network until the 1980s, there was a general overlap between the layer of “users” and that of “researchers and developers.” As a result, an environment was provided where individual users could propose new arrangements and services on the Internet, and could participate in their development.

Adapting this idea to society in general, it would be equivalent to each citizen thinking about the arrangements and services of the society, proposing improvements, and acting to realize them. It can be said that within the voluntary communities of developers that supported the growth of the Internet, each individual has a strong consciousness of being a participant. This was a realization of the spontaneous, non-profit, and public service oriented nature that is important for civil society. 

The immensity of the shift from an economy of goods to an economy of information on the present Internet can be easily explained from the above-mentioned idea of openness and horizontal nature. First, the Internet is not a tool or a means, but rather a social or communication space. Therefore, an Internet-based economy is in some aspects something completely new. In the past, information was thought of as something to be bought in sold like objects. 

However, the mechanism through which value emerges is completely difference for material goods and information. Goods are basically limited, and their value depends on scarcity. The value of information, however, comes from the fact that it is commonly shared. Therefore, the market system of capitalism based on imbalances cannot be transferred as it is to the IT economy. Information can only be refined and given added value by an open process where someone publishes a new idea, another person adds a critical review to it, and a third person adds a new idea to it.

Accordingly, it seems important to create a free economy in a genuine sense, rather than creating an information industry-based society as an extension of industrial society. It also seems important to create an effective intellectual basis to support a civil society-based IT economy.

1.2 Intellectual Property Rights and Monopoly

The problem of intellectual property rights, such as copyrights and patent rights, and of monopoly cannot be ignored when considering the Internet and civil society. Internet-centered information communications technology must play a role in creating a more fair society by ensuring the universal spread of information and communications services as global public goods. In fact, with the spread of the Internet, easy access has been gained to the information necessary to citizens. But it is also a fact that it has brought with it an excess concentration of information and wealth (i.e., a widening of the gap between the rich and the poor).

Digital information has the characteristic of being inexpensive to reproduce (copying) and distribute (forwarding). Thus, there is an “externality of the Internet,” meaning that services become more useful as users increase, and once one becomes a winner, this position tends to last (lock-in effect). Also, the legal system concerning intellectual property rights has come increasingly to put priority on the protection of right-holders rather than the rights of users.

All processes of creating information naturally require costs, and it is certainly just to charge fees for he provision of information and related services in order to recover the costs. As a mechanism to control an excessive concentration of wealth, it seems fair to consider, for instance, setting a ceiling on revenues from information fees, and to provide, at no charge, information (in the form of software, databases, etc.) which has gained a certain profit, as a common property of humanity.

The network society has created new value exchange and distribution systems, such as shareware and P2P, which are different from those of the conventional market economy system. There are also movements, such as the emergence of the open source movement, which may greatly change the software development community and industrial structure. Along with the new movements in E-commerce, which I will mention later, it is hoped that information communication technology will be used to realize a more just society.

1.3 Political Aspects

By linking and merging various data, it is amazingly easy to collect private information and to monitor and track individual actions. With regard to the treatment of private information, it is desirable for the individuals and communities concerned to make decisions themselves; there is no need to try to create technologies and social structures to make it possible.

Therefore, it will not be possible to utilize the Internet effectively unless various political, economic and social aspects are well grasped and controlled. Today people around the entire world are being forcibly incorporated into this global communication system, we need to think of how the Internet can be used as a basic tool for solving the serious problems that humanity faces.

Although no social consensus has been reached on how information communication technology will be used in the society, and in particular how far we can accept the use of monitoring and control technology, the trend is moving toward greater restraints on the freedom of individuals, without people noticing. It is very important for us to consider how to reflect opinions from citizens’ standpoint.

2. Introduction to JCAFE

2.1 Internet for Nonprofit Activities

Promoting and Protecting the Voices of Citizens 

The spread of the Internet and the speed of new technical innovations are accelerating. When looking at this trend, it is clear that the infrastructure provided by the Internet will become indispensable for citizens’ everyday activities. The Internet is an effective tool for the exchange and sharing of information. It provides a vehicle that enhances the power of individual citizens. It empowers people to make a difference in society.

However, a digital divide exists. Those who lack the technology and skills to take advantage of this revolutionary new medium will be left out and left behind. 

Japan Computer Access For Empowerment (JCAFE) was founded to fill that gap, by promoting better access, technology, and skills for all people, especially NGOs, to allow them to fully use the Internet in order to overcome this digital divide.

JCAFE also believes in defending people against the dangers of the Internet. Internet security is an important issue, and online privacy must be defended. Unfortunately, most people are only vaguely aware of some of the risks inherent in using the Internet.

JCAFE holds belief that the Internet belongs to all people and should be available to all members of society. To fill the information needs of society, JCAFE is promoting an Internet structure that is optimized for all people.

2.2 The History of JCAFE

Especially after the launch of the Gulf War in 1991, citizen groups in Japan felt the desire to have a network connected to the Association for Progressive Communications (APC), a computer communication network shared by NGOs in several countries. This desire for a united network culminated in the founding of Japan Computer Access (JCA) in 1993. JCA carried out activities to establish the right of citizens to information, and supported citizen groups hoping to use the Internet. This is how we started our activities.

On the basis of these activities, in April 1997 we set up JCA-NET, an ISP for NGOs, jointly with many NGOs and citizen groups.

To make an English name that better reflected our activities, in 1999 we changed our English name to Japan Computer Access For Empowerment, which from now on I will call JCAFE.

We acquired a specific not-for-profit activity corporation status in January 2001, and thus took our first step into the 21st century.

3. Building a Database of NGO Information and the Need for Links with Libraries

Most information originated in NGOs is distributed through their own pre-set information channels such as newsletters, or through the Internet. This means that there is a lot of information concerning important developments in contemporary society, which is not carried by the mass media. The existence of a tertiary sector called NGOs is not so much recognized by the public as loudly reported by mass media, and therefore their footing is rather weak. One of the reasons for this fragility could be attributed to the fact that it is difficult for NGO information to be shared as a common information base of society, because of the characteristics inherent in NGO information such as being distributed through internal distribution channels, even though it remains as "flow"-type information, different from the dominating patterns of the existing information distribution, and it is difficult to retain it as "stock." 

If NGO Information could be available from such public services as libraries, museums and CATVs, the opportunity for citizens to acquire information would be broadened and society would be provided with many more options to have access to the needed information. Also, if archives of NGO information could be transformed into the contents available as a cumulative database, they would form useful records for communicating developments in citizens' activities to people in future generations and could become part of the common knowledge shared by society as a whole. Moreover, if it is possible to introduce such E-commerce functions as sales of information and electronic publishing as additional functions to the database, NGOs would be provided with means for recovering their incurred costs for production and editing of information. From the aforementioned viewpoint, Citizens' Computer Communication Workshop (hereinafter referred to as "JCAFE) has initiated this particular project since September 2001.

3.1 Outline of the First Phase of the Project

In this project, roughly ten individuals from NGOs, which gather and provide information as one of their major activities, and from public libraries and other organizations that are providers of public services, have participated in a personal capacity. During the first phase of the project over a seven-month period from September 2001 to March 2002, meetings were held once a month, to determine the characteristics of NGO information, present cases concerning collection, accumulation and provision of information by NGOs, and review and discuss cases overseas. The outcome from the workshop was presented under the title, "Collaboration between NGOs and Libraries - Toward Designing Civic Society", at a conference of the Japan NGO Society held in March 2002.

3.2 Characteristics of NGO Information

The information handled by NGOs ranges from citizens' movements that tackle familiar challenges of everyday life to worldwide global campaigns, and it covers such diverse themes as the environment, human rights, education and social welfare. The information handled by NGOs includes not only information created through their own activities and originated by them, but also information received from colleague NGOs and citizens' groups operating in the same fields of activities both in Japan and abroad. The nedia carrying such information ranges from materials handwritten on paper or printed matters, to digitized characters and graphics offered from Web sites or by e-mail, and likewise their distribution channels include facsimiles, mail and the Internet. NGO information is primarily offered by handouts, newsletters, pamphlets and press releases, and it is difficult to establish systematic procedures for classification and filing for most of these materials. Also, it is financially difficult for NGOs to hire staff for collecting and filing information materials and in many cases they lack the space to store collected materials. Thus, many valuable information materials collected by either organizations or individuals in the course of their activities are kept underutilized in corrugated-paper boxes. On the other hand, while many information tips have been made public on Web sites in these years, we often find ourselves unable to have access to these tips as they are abruptly deleted or changed, or Web sites themselves are closed by providers as the host ceases from running its Web site and its rights of membership are terminated. For example, it has already become difficult for us to find flyers information on Web sites, which were created by citizens on the Third Conference of the Parties in the United Nations Framework Treaty on Climate Changes (COP3) held in Kyoto in 1997, just five years ago.

Furthermore, NGOs tend to diligently disseminate information that helps promote their activities, while they treat lightly the transmission of results and records of their activities. This is in part attributable to the fact that their staff are busy carrying daily routines, so that they could not allot manpower and time for reporting. As a result, there are few well-documented records such as reports and publications on NGOs. On the other hand, in business corporations and regulatory agencies, there is a recognition that reporting the result from an assignment is an important duty of the official in charge, so they issue a lot of well-documented reports. As a result, the achievements of citizens' activities fade away over time, while ironically materials published by the government and mass media begin to gain citizenship.

Today, NGOs have begun to understand that the time has come to effectively circulate their own information in innovative ways, not resting heavily on the existing distribution channels of information, but in some cases they raise funds from the provision of information exclusively to their members or subscribers, which poses complicated problems in terms of managing NGO operations.

3.3 Libraries as a Public System

As one attempt from the side of public sector to collect and provide citizens' information, we could offer the case of a service corner for citizens' activities, which was opened in 1972 at the Tokyo Metropolitan Government's Tama Social Education Hall and run by the institution since the time. The Tama Social Education Hall collected and kept some 21,000 books and some 4,000 small publication materials (bulletins, house organs such as newspapers and magazines) on citizens' activities, which were widely offered to people in Tokyo as the information specialized in citizens' activities. However, the hall was regretfully closed in March 2002, because of Tokyo Metropolitan Government's financial difficulties.

In 1976, a Residents' Library was established as a privately run center for NGO information, but the library was liquidated in December 2001 as its operating funds ran out. The library collected and kept a total of 5,000 small publications materials in more than 100,000 articles and provided free access for everyone. Fortunately, the materials held by the library have been transferred to the Research Center for Symbiotic Society at Saitama University, which now assumes the functions formerly provided by Residents' Library. 

The successive discontinuance of the activities run by the two libraries for almost thirty years exemplifies the huge costs and manpower required to collect, keep and provide information. On the other hand, there has emerged in recent years the arguments that urges community libraries to become the public information base in their communities. Public libraries in the United States collect pamphlets and other materials published in their communities, so that these public libraries assume the role of community information center. In such information materials, NGO information should be included, and the public has begun to recognize the significance of these libraries to have materials, which are not available from commercially distributed publications. When public libraries actively collect, file and disclose NGO information, such efforts can lead to the transmission of NGO information to the general public.

3.4 Development of the Project

In discussions on the first phase of the project, I reviewed possibilities for libraries to build collaborative relations with NGOs through the utilization of NGO information. From the public library side, such collaborative relations have been reviewed in terms of what constitutes library services dedicated to NGOs and what should be done in tying in users of public library services with NGOs, while from the NGO side, a possible partnership with public libraries has been reviewed from the standpoint of being to provide a continuous flow of information for libraries as the originator of such particular information. And, in the light of the importance to ensure smoother communication between NGOs and public libraries, I referred to the activities of the Libraries for the Future program in the United States.

As a result, the following points were identified as major challenges faced by libraries in materializing collaboration between the two parties:

1) Libraries are willing to offer services dedicated to NGOs, while they have little knowledge of NGOs in operation and the contents of information available from these NGOs;

2) Public libraries have not been practicing problem-solving type management, and they are not enthusiastic to collect information materials addressing challenges to their communities; and

3) Without a redefinition of the "public", that has so far meant a neutral and unbiased position, public libraries would face awkward situations in dealing with NGO information that sometimes contains opinions contesting the public opinion.

From the NGO side, the following problems have been revealed:

1) They lack the necessary manpower and funds to arrange and file raw information resources into readily available contents for the use of libraries; and

2) Likewise, they lack the manpower and funds to structure a database incorporating retrieval functions to provide information efficiently.

All of these are key problems, while the most fundamental issue is a lack of general awareness of what is NGO information and which contents comprise NGO information. Accordingly, it was recognized (by the participants in the project) that it is essential to develop a mechanism, which will provide information for the general public in a readily retrievable way. It was proposed to structure a database, which collects and accumulates NGO information, and a portal site to retrieve dispersed information, and to develop an experimental base for information exchange.

Since April 2002, this project has proceeded into its second phase, and discussions on an NGO information base have started. The structuring of the database will be conducted by JCAFE. As the essential requirements for the system, the following have been proposed: 1) as a materialized E-commerce dedicated to NGOs, the database should have information vendor and electronic publishing functions; 2) as a meta database, it should adopt the Dublin Core as a data description element; 3) in order to help vitalize NGO-run Web sites, the database should adopt a decentralized (distributed) system approach; 4) a mechanism to deliver new and updated information to the registered public libraries should be developed, and 5) coordination and collaboration with NGOs operating in overseas, in particular those in Asia, should be deepened.

4. Closing Remarks

Japanese NGOs need to assume such social roles as: 1) the provision of public goods and services; 2) advocacy (for public concerns); and 3) to become new intermediary organizations bridging individuals with society. This project is regarded as essential for NGOs to carry out their information strategy in achieving their aforementioned social roles. The project itself has just started, while essential issues of the project have been put into order, and we will launch works to build the actual base in months ahead.

By means of Internet, citizens have acquired tools to create and share information without depending on mass media. However, the power exerted by the established mass media to influence the public with their collected information remains enormous. Thus, any NGO information that is not picked up by the mass media at all virtually stays circulated within the inside of private groups. On the other hand, NGO information covered by the mass media is prone to be modified through another filter different from that of the originator of such information and then distributed. NGO information involves the voices of citizens at the grassroots, and the locus of citizens' activities, and in this sense it is the first-hand, unprocessed information. Therefore, when NGO information is collected and provided as an integrated part of public services, citizens would be truly required to have the capabilities to judge the value of first-hand, unfiltered and unprocessed information and digest it. Also, for NGOs the acquired public nature for the information requires them to assume accountability for the information they create. 
