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My name is Susanne Ornager and I’m UNESCO’s Adviser for Communication and Information in Asia & Pacific. In this session I’ll converse about the creation and the outcome of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), explore the Information Society in Asia and touch upon the question of Cultural Diversity. 

1. Background

The dramatic acceleration in the development and use of information and communication technologies (ICT) during the last few years has set in motion a world-wide process towards the "Information Society". The depth and non-linearity of this process seem to have much greater social, economic and cultural implications for population than the industrial revolution of the past. Business, education, training, research, entertainment - indeed, all aspects of life – are increasingly affected by electronic networks and multimedia technologies, which are opening up new opportunities and challenges for all. 

The complexity and interrelation of today's world problems defy traditional explanations and solutions and require a fully new approach, which must be both comprehensive and interdisciplinary. Moreover, individuals, groups and communities will need to develop not only new tools of analysis but also very different thinking and attitudes in order to adapt to the emerging "new" civilization based on information and knowledge. 

The world is moving towards an information society.  Information is critical to the growth, progress and prosperity of any nation.  We have seen the tremendous progress in IT, which tends to be a convergence of several technologies – computing, telecommunications, electronics and multimedia. Amongst these, particularly notable is the development of the Internet with its related technologies. 

This fast growth of the Internet and its accompanying business is due to the rapid advancement in access to technology, processing power, storage capacity, band width and optical fibers. The integration of the key enabling technologies that form IT produces new fast-growing industries, services industries and services that need to adopt this new technology both locally and internationally. In this demanding environment, a new breed of managers and technologists who understand Information Technology will be greatly required.
 

The fundamentals of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) are concerned with the impact the information of the global information society is having on every aspect of life. The intention of the Summit is to produce an international action plan for achieving the goals outlined for the information society.

2. Rationale for the World Summit on the Information Society 

The UN General Assembly, on 21 December 2001, adopted a Resolution endorsing the organisation of WSIS, to be convened under the patronage of the United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, with the International Telecommunication Union taking the lead role in its preparation along with interested UN organisations and the host countries. The Summit is to be held in two phases: in Geneva from 10-12 December 2003 and in Tunis in 2005. The Summit will address the broad range of questions concerning the Information Society and move towards a common vision and understanding of this societal transformation.  

The UN General Assembly encourages effective contributions from and the active participation of all relevant UN bodies, in particular the ICT (Information and Communication Technology) Task Force, and encourages other intergovernmental organisations, including international and regional institutions, civil society and the private sector to contribute to, and actively participate, in the intergovernmental preparatory process of the Summit and the Summit itself.  It is expected therefore that all stakeholders concerned will be actively involved. 

There are many ways to contribute and be part of the World Summit: Build a constructive network; Stimulate multi-actor cooperation; Submit substantive inputs; Organise meetings;  Organise training sessions; Formulate operational proposals etc.

The anticipated outcome of the Summit is to develop and foster a clear statement of political will and a concrete action plan for achieving the goals of the Information Society, while fully reflecting all of the different interests at stake.  The scope and nature of this ambitious project will require strategic partnerships with public and private entities, and such partnerships will be actively sought.

The High-Level Summit Organizing Committee (HLSOC) has proposed the following themes:

· Building the infrastructure


The role of telecommunications, investment and technology in creating the Information Society infrastructure and bridging the Digital Divide 

· Opening the gates


Achieving universal and equitable access to the Information Society; Meeting the needs of the developing world; and Information as a common public good 

· Services and applications 


The implications of the Information Society for economic, social and cultural development; The implications of the Information Society for science 

· The needs of users 


Consumer protection, privacy and security; Relevant content, reflecting cultural diversity and the right to communicate; Ethics of the Information Society; User training; and Worker protection and workplace privacy 

· Developing a framework 


The roles of government, the private sector and civil society in shaping the Information Society; Information as a common public good (public domain information); Intellectual property rights and legal exceptions; Freedom of expression; and Telecommunication and Internet access tariff policies 

· ICTs and Education 


ICTs as a lever for educational change; The learning environment: ICTs, teachers, learners and content; and The needs of currently employed workers 

3. UNESCO Consultations 


UNESCO launched the consultative process with representatives of professional NGOs and civil society to prepare the WSIS in early 2002.  After a first round of consultations in February and April, UNESCO is enlarging its consultative process to embrace the largest possible number of representatives of NGOs and Civil Society.  Regional consultative meetings are an essential part of this process, since they are an efficient way to involve organisations from developing countries and to take into account specific regional problems and issues.
The Director General of UNESCO, Mr Koïchiro Matsuura, on the occasion of the briefing session with Permanent Delegates on the World Summit on the Information Society emphasized four point of interest to the organisation: 
· 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 strengthen capacities for creation and exchanges and scientific research and communication;

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

These UNESCO objectives correlate strongly with the Summit’s themes. In addition, each objective is further elaborated in terms of underlying principles and related actions. This approach is designed to ensure that UNESCO contributes in a systematic and targeted way to the preparatory process and to the Declaration of Principles and Plan of Action that will be the main outcomes of the Summit. 

What kind of knowledge societies should be build? As we address the issue of the digital divide in particular, questions of equitable access, social inclusion, cultural diversity and human rights require us to consider not only the kinds of societies we want to create but also the relationships between different societies.  

Such questioning as the above, moreover, helps to draw the attention away from the technical or instrumental dimension of ICTs and towards the crucial matter of appropriate content. Ultimately, this questioning requires one to ask about the types of knowledge that constitute knowledge societies and how we can best harness ICTs in order to advance education, science and culture in inclusive and equitable ways.  

In UNESCO’s perspective, four key principles deserve particular consideration with the Summit preparatory process:

· Equal access to education 

· Guarantee of a strong public domain of information 

· Preservation and promotion of cultural diversity, including multilingualism

· Freedom of expression 

There is a strong emphasis, when talking about the first issue, that it is linked to an understanding that access to information is not enough in itself, especially if no mention is made of the generation or production of knowledge, the ways in which information and knowledge are shared, and the uses to which ICTs are put.  

UNESCO’s primary concern is that we build knowledge societies that are grounded upon respect for human rights and are genuinely open and inclusive.  In this perspective, closing the digital divide requires the empowerment of developing countries and of the disadvantaged, marginalized and excluded within all societies.  It requires the encouragement of community-based approaches and local action.  And it requires in particular that help is given to women and youth to acquire the knowledge, skills and education they need in order to reap the benefits of the information society.  

4. Multilingualism and Cultural diversity in cyberspace

The growing world-wide production and distribution of digital information, largely through the Internet, is raising the need to provide all people around the world with information and communication possibility. Language is the foundation of communication between people and Internet user's language should not be viewed as an obstacle to the communication on the web.  

Last year (2001) the total number of net users was around 476 millions. English was the dominant language on the Internet with 45.5%. In comparison Chinese was represented by 8.5% and a lot of minor languages were described by a few percentages. A prognosis for 2003 raises the number of net users to 793 millions, predicts English to diminish its share to 29.0 %, and Chinese to increase its number to 20.2%.

There are supporters of the dominance of one language on the Internet, as a cosmopolitan universal language.  The most optimistic ones predict that thanks to new technologies, English or Chinese will become the native language of a majority of the world sometimes in the next century.

Language carries far-reaching emotive and cultural associations and values embedded in vast literary, historical, philosophical and educational heritage.  The dominance of English or Chinese is also a cultural problem since it privileges the promotion of the Anglo-Saxon culture or Chinese culture over other cultures. Many languages, like Nepali or Korean, have scripts that are completely different from that of English or Chinese. Users of these languages face problems when searching for information in cyberspace. 


The dominance of English or Chinese may not affect the future of the other languages of the world, since there are strong forces militating for the use of local languages on the Web.  There are, for example, an increasing proportion of new users, who are individuals or small businesses that are coming online. They are chiefly interested in using the Net for local communication, unlike the large firms or public institutions with global interests 


A solution could be a worldwide effort by governments and international organisations to address the issue of multilingualism through adoption of action plans and policies, which would promote local languages on the Internet. The issue of multilingualism in cyberspace must be examined at the international level. 

4.1 Cultural Diversity

Many Asian countries are embracing the Internet at full speed, supposing that it would bring useful ideas and information in today's competitive world. This enthusiastic adoption of the Internet calls for a sustained reflection as to what its impact might eventually be on the world's cultures. Supposing that cultural diversity is an intrinsically good thing which should be preserved, then the globalizing effect of the Internet is naturally a cause for concern. 

Restricting the debate about cyberspace to a discussion of technical questions cannot serve the interests of the vast majority of the world’s citizenry to whom the internet holds the promise of more freedom, empowerment and development. However, one question is if the Internet eventually will create a single world such that differences and diversities among cultures will disappear? 

A positive observation is to view the global and the local diversities as flexible implying that there is a constant action to decide what should be allowed in and what should be kept out. Neither absolute homogeneity nor absolute diversity is likely when the global and the local are dynamically negotiating. Instead the local is pervaded by the global to the extent that the local finds from the global what is useful, and employs various strategies to retain its identity. It is not that one local can claim globality at the expense of the other locals; on the contrary, the global that is emerging from the (ideological, political, economic, culture, and/or social) interaction among the world's societies and cultures is such that it eventually contains elements from everywhere, but belongs to nowhere. 

Further the globalization processes are leading to the creation of multiple popular and local cultures which only in part correspond to dominant ideologies within particular nation-states. The globalizing force does not create a single, monolithic cultural entity. But at the same time it would be mistaken to say that it cannot or does not change the local cultures. On the contrary, the global and the local are always negotiated. There is a constant intermingling and interpenetrating between the two. 

4.2 UNESCO and multilingualism

UNESCO is addressing the issue of multilingualism considering it as a search for democratic public policy responses to cultural and ethnic diversity, in so far as it embodies the ideal of reconciling respect for diversity with concerns for societal cohesion and the promotion of universally shared values and norms.  While UNESCO's Constitution stresses the "fruitful diversity of cultures", its highest principle is "the intellectual and moral solidarity of mankind".  

In many developing countries, language diversity has been seen as an awkward and unfortunate reality fuelling division, and therefore dismissed as an unmanageable problem. Developing countries instead opted for the languages of former colonial powers despite the fact that the majority of their populations would be marginalised. 

Increasingly, development planners are realising that language is an essential component and without the ability to communicate what their real needs are, people risk having solutions imposed on them and being denied access to information that can assist them to take their own decisions. Utilisation of free software, converted into local languages will permit marginalised language groups develop their own software applications and Internet content. 

UNESCO distinguishes two main schools of thought on the Internet and language. The first views the Internet as representing a democratising force which will promote diversity and assist the development of other languages. Hence the second view sees it as reinforcing traditional patterns of inequality and furthering the interests of the North at the expense of developing countries. UNESCO promotes language diversity on the Internet by employing the first “school’s” thought and thereby attempting to diminish cultural and linguistic diversity.

5. Concluding observations

Levi Strauss
 warned us 50 years ago with some memorable lines on the subject of diversity. "The necesity of preserving the diversity of cultures in a world which is threatened by monotony and uniformity has surely not remained unnoticed by international institutions (...) We must listen to wheat growing, encourage secret potentialities, awaken all the vocations to live together that history holds in reserve (...) The diversity of human cultures is behind us, around us, and ahead of us. The only demand that we may make upon it is that it realize itself in forms such that each is a contribution to the greater generosity of the others." 

 


His words are as valid today as when they were written. Although the society has changed there is still the use for diminishing the cultural and linguistic divide.

� Race and History, Structural Anthropology 2. 1958.





