Asian Perspective

1. Introduction

Civil society organisations including APC members in Asia and the Pacific
 have participated fully in the official preparatory process of the WSIS since PrepCom I in July 2002 in Geneva. 

The main output from Asian civil society is the ‘Civil Society Observations and Response to the Tokyo Declaration’ of the Asia Pacific Regional Conference on the World Summit on the Information Society in January 2003. It was inspired by and built on previous Asian civil societies’ outputs including: ‘The Declaration of the Asian Civil Society Caucus at PrepCom I in Geneva’, ‘The World Summit on the Information Society: an Asian Response (Nov. 2002, Bangkok)’, and ‘The Joint Statement from Asia Civil Society Forum Participants on WSIS (Dec. 2002, Bangkok). 
This document reflects the perspectives of APC members and partners in Asia and the Pacific. APC in Asia supports the broader civil society input and this paper is largely based on the above documents and other contributions. 

2. Preamble

Asia and the Pacific is a region of great diversity in terms of geography, culture, religion and language. It is home to more than half the world’s inhabitants, and also to a majority of the planet’s poor. It is a centre of global dynamism yet contrasted with gross underdevelopment. In this context, Asians now confront the deep social implications of what is now referred to as the emergent global ‘information society’. We realise that the challenge of globalisation and its effects on the lives of Asian and non-Asians in the region lies in how we can transcend the divides between enabled citizens and marginalissed communities and build a global community that upholds the highest public interest through information and communication that is based on social justice, sustainable development, gender equality and human rights. 

3. Key issues
The key areas of focus and issues from the Asian perspective are:

· Global and national access to ICTs that is affordable to all must be ensured. This is necessary to transform ICT into a means of empowerment for all.

· Human rights and freedom of expression are central issues in the information society, particularly for Asia. These have been threatened in authoritarian societies through censorship, self-censorship, concentration of media ownership into a few private hands and new laws designed in the name of “national security” or to counter “harmful content”.
· The development of a public media that supports investigative journalismdemocratiz, and increased accountability of the private media.

· Special measures need to be taken for promoting the production of local Asian content and protecting indigenous expression of knowledge from commercial exploitation and marginalisation of local communities in an environment of rapidly- and globally-expanding information flow.

· A more democratic and inclusive information society must be built with ICTs used to empower women and respond to their needs.

4. Key principles and recommended actions

Infrastructure

The importance of affordable and accessible ICT infrastructure, meaningful content, capacity-building and an effective enabling environment must be recognised. Communications infrastructure must be built on principles of fair competition as well as public and universal service. The principle of universal access must apply to all media such as TV, radio, video and the new media.

Actions 
· Government should be encouraged to adopt open-source, free software and establish procurement policies and laws to support this. This will reduce dependency on a specific vendor, ensure security and lower the cost of access. 

· New ICT hardware and software should have backward compatibility
 and technical support for hardware and software no longer being produced should be guaranteed.
Access to information and knowledge

The balance between Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) and users’ rights in accordance with Article 27 of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights is being challenged and contested within the present IPR regime and the online environment. An overall review of existing IPR regimes is required to restore the balance between IPR and user rights. This requires that all outputs from research supported by public funds be made available in the public domain.

Actions:

· At the UN level, a global review task force should be established to review the relevance of current IPR in today’s information society. This task force should make recommendations for future improvement or transformation of the present mechanism.

Role of government, private sectorand civil society

The participation of civil society in the information society at all levels should be ensured and sustained, from policy planning to implementation, monitoring and evaluation. Government must ensure that market competition is fair and that monopolies are not perpetuated. While governments should promote and facilitate infrastructure building, provide training, and create an enabling environment for ICTs to be accessible for all, it should not be a regulator of information flow and content. 
Capacity-building

Investment should focus on relevant, locally-produced capacity-building materials that respond to local needs, especially those of marginalised community and indigenous groups. In addition, public education programmes of government and civil society need to address issues relating to human rights in the information society within a framework of non-discrimination and gender equality. 

Building confidence and information security in the use of ICTs

Privacy needs be protected and surveillance and censorship must not threaten human rights, democracy and freedom of expression. 

Actions include:

· Reinforcement of the capacity of an individual to have control over their personal information and their access to (uncensored) information

· The development of an independent social mechanism for protecting privacy

· The right to anonymity within the context of advanced surveillance technology and skills
· The establishment of an Independent Privacy Committee to oversee all public policies concerned with privacy and provide an alternative dispute resolution service to those whose privacy is infringed.
· A privacy impact assessment should be introduced at the planning stage of all privacy-related public policies. This assessment should be also applied to private companies which hold a significant amount of personal information about either customers or employees

· Efforts must be made to educate the public on how to express one’s own opinion while respecting each other’s rights and tolerating one another’s freedom of expression. This is required to create an online environment which is free from harassment and discrimination with particular reference to women, children, and minority communities

· The intention and extent of damage needs to be appropriately taken into account when defining cyber-crime

Enabling environment for social, political and economic empowerment

Communication rights are fundamental to democracy and human development. The information society offers new opportunities to strengthen, embed and universally endorse these rights. ICT policies must be introduced which enable all to use ICTs regardless of socio-economic status.

Good governance can be achieved when more active public participation is allowed at all levels of planning, decision-making, implementation, monitoring and evaluation in information society. The transparency of all public activities is a prerequisite and governmental and public information should be disclosed as a basic principle.

Actions:

· A multisectoral governance system should be established to ensure the stability, non-censorship and non-commercialisation and/or monopolisation of the internet. This system would share the responsibility for, and cooperate on, the stable operation of a hidden primary root server and its copies.

· The participation of women and consideration of gender issues should be supported and promoted in all fora which discuss ICT policies in order to realise women’s full potential as equal stakeholders, contributors and beneficiaries of the information society. 

· Employees must have the right to use internet for communication or other activities of labour organisation. Special attention should be paid to marginalised workers such as women, migrant workers, the disabled and irregular workers to be able to have equal access to information and appropriate facilities or support provided that ensures their ability to access information.

· Citizens must have the right to use the internet for communication and to further extend democratic spaces. The right to dialogue, discuss, and assemble must not be threatened by national security laws.

· A central depository for all national documents (policies, national action/development plans, national budget) and laws should be established and updated regularly, and made equally accessible to all. Processes for citzenship, work permits, government tendors, sale of public land, the allocation of burial ground and granting of permits for places of worship (for communities of religious or ethnic minorities) and the design of development projects which result in the displacement of communities need to be made transparent. These should ideally be available in all main native languages. 

Cultural identity and linguistic diversity, local content and media development

Linguistic and cultural diversity, plurality and gender equality must be the cornerstones of the information society.
� A list of Asia-Pacific APC members can be found in the reference section of this paper


� Backward compatibility is the ability to share data or commands with older versions or systems





