Draft report  for Round Table 1 B- UN World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) held on 10th  December, 2002 at Asian Civil Society Forum2002. 

This session was chaired by Ms. Renate Bloem, President of CONGO, moderated by Izumi Aizu of GLOCOM, Japan. It brought together about 52 participants from 17countries.

This session aimed to achieve the following:

- Update all participants on the WSIS process and agenda

- Brief all participants on procedures for civil society participation

- Present a discussion paper on  “ An Asian NGO’s response to  WSIS” , which was the outcome of  a conference held in Bangkok from the 22nd to 24th November. 

- Amplify the role of media from a country perspective

The session began by video conferencing with the WSIS Secretariat at Geneva, represented by Pierre Gagne and Louise Lassonde……

Mr. Peirre Gagne expressed satisfaction with the fact that the role of all stakeholders was very clearly specified and the main objective of WSIS was to develop a clear action plan and adopt a declaration, which would be endorsed by heads of  states.

Then he briefed us on the process and procedural issues and outlined how the civil society has been engaged in the process so far:

- UNESCO was engaged in online consultations with NGOs

- Secretary General of ITU had invited  contributions on three broad objectives, namely 1)Access to ICTs for all  2)ICTs as a tool for development 3) Confidence and security in using ICTs . The deadline for this was 7th of December but he assured that since consultation processes were still underway, inputs after this dates would also be considered. They have received a large number of responses and it would be very challenging to accommodate all contributions in the draft action plan for prepcom 2 

- The President of WSIS had appointed an Advisory Committee to draft the action plan, which is also likely to have a civil society representative.

- He mentioned the details of other regional preparatory meetings, which would feed into the draft as well. Details of dates / relevant urls noted later. One important date to note however is last two weeks of September have been earmarked for Prepcom 3  

- He highlighted that unlike Prepcom 1, which devoted lot on time on process, Prepcom 2 would focus on the themes, content, draft action plan and draft declaration.. 

Ms. Louise Lassonde joined in to reiterate the importance of  NGOs  participation in the summit and also highlighted how the Summit is of consequence to the NGOs.

- She stated that the summit is about changes in society, values, principles, new models of governance…..and  clarified that since 60% of the countries have teledensity of less than 10%, all forms of media and not just ICT would be recognized  and it would not be confined to bridging the digital divide alone…

- Though the summit follows the traditional UN rules and very much “Inter-governmental in nature” and all governments unlike their expectations have not been to keen to include civil society’s participation in the process, yet they were keen to engage civil society at the national , regional  and at an international level. She was confident that civil society can make maximum contribution in terms of ideas, values and substance for the summit.. Even on the issue of technology, NGOs would be able to propose innovations in hardware, software that is most relevant for the masses.

She hoped that the preselected themes for the summit met the expectations of the Ngo community… and they would provide concrete inputs on operational actions, who should be responsible for implementation, how should the changes be monitored under what time frames….. 

- On the issue of civil society participation, they were conscious of the fact that at Prepcom 1, the Asian civil society was very weekly represented and hoped for a more balanced representation at Prepcom 2

-She further responded to a participant’s query stating that the agenda would pay excusive attention to special groups like disabled, youth , gender…. 

Renate thanked them for their participation and then Adam Peake from GLOCOM, Japan presented an update on the WSIS process and agenda. He also briefed all participants on procedures for civil society participation.

The key points of his presentation are captured below:

- GLOCOM is coordinating and not representing civil society participation in the WSIS Asian Regional preparatory meeting

-This is the UN Global summit under the patronage of the Secretary General. This is going to be held in two phases….In Dec. at Geneva , they will adopt a declaration of principles and action plan. This would be reviewed and refined at Tunis in 2005 with a focus on development.

-The objective of the summit is to develop a common vision and understanding of the Information Society , to better understand its scope and dimensions and to draw up a strategic plan of action for successfully adapting to the new society 

- Prepcom 1 was held in Geneva in July 2002, there have been a series of regional preparatory meetings and the one for Asia is scheduled for Jan 13-15th at Tokyo, which would feed into  Prepcom 2 at Geneva in  Feb.2003. For more details, please visit www.geneva2003.org

For the Japan Conference, visit www.wsis-japan.jp. Contact email of organisors: wsis@soumu.go.jp.

 At Tokyo, there are likely to be pre meetings on the 11th and 12th Jan. as well.

Civil society inputs would be very welcome in the form of concrete suggestions, conference reports, action plans…

- There is an opportunity for organising an NGO panel on the 13th Jan., but the onus of organising that is on the NGOs…something that is fluid at the moment. There are three confirmed panels though…”Cultural linguistic diversity” organised by UNESCO, “Development and ICT” organised by UNDP and “ Future of e- economy by private sector”

Besides there are going to be statements from Government, International organisations, private sector and NGOs, reports from the organisers capturing the proceedings of two days leading to adoption of the statement.  

- For those who want to register for the Tokyo Conference, please register online before 13th December. Scholarships or funding is available, and securing visas would take time, there participants were requested to register at the earliest.

For more details, please contact Adam Peake at ajp@glocom.ac.jp or Izumi Aizu at izumi@anr.org.

This was followed by a discussion paper on  “ An Asian NGO’s response to  WSIS” presented by Supinya Klanarong from Campaign for popular media reform, Bangkok.  This document emerged at The Asian Regional Conference held at Bangkok from the 22nd to 24th November, 2002. This event was hosted by Forum Asia and sponsored by Bread for All, Switzerland and WACC, U.K. 34 organisations from 16 countries participated at this conference. These participants were primarily NGOs with a communication focus. This document has already been sent as an Asian response to the relevant Ministry at Japan. And the objective was to build on this document further..  

Key issues :

1. Access- What regulations and policies are required to ensure global access and guarantee effective use for  all?

2. Democratisation of media- Issues pertaining to accountability of private media, measures to introduce/ strengthen community media were highlighted

3. Freedom of expression- Government/ self censorship, new cyberlaws, concentration of media ownership hardly guarantees freedom of expression..

4.Liguistic and cultural diversity- How do we protect indigenous expression and knowledge and safeguard against threat to preserving linguistic and cultural diversity?

5. Gender justice- How do we ensure democratic, gender neutral, inclusive information society?

Vision:

She expressed that the vision was based on justice, equality and human rights and recognized that the right to communicate was fundamental. It aimed for a “people centred” society for which participation of civil society was critical.

Based on this vision certain principles were enumerated and finally recommended the following action plan to be implemented by all stakeholders:

1. Strengthen community- There was a need to strengthen community based media and access points through financial support, training , preferred access to licences, frequencies and technologies that facilitate links between traditional and new media.

2.Ensure access- Access should be affordable and effectively empower all.

3.Enhance the creation of appropriate content

4. Invigorate global governance- reaffirm the role of a more transparent, participatory and democratic UN system as a truly legitimate form of global governance

5. Extend the public domain-  Review the IPR regimes to restore a balance between private ownership and public domain, promote the development of open source technologies and free/open source software…

6.Protect and promote cultural and linguistic diversity

7. Ensure public investment in infrastructure

Then Md. Sazzad Hossain, Joint Director, Bangladesh Centre for Development , Journalism and Communication presented the role of communications and Media with specific reference to Bangladesh.  

He stated that the role of communications and media has been gaining importance everyday in establishing a democratic world of peace. It is expected that it would be able to play a potential role in promoting good governance and strengthening human 

rights situation in the world. Besides, the rights of journalists and media – the right to information, right to expression; and as a whole the ‘freedom of press’ and 

 media needs to be recognized and respected. He highlighted the fact that 243 journalists were killed in between 1992 and 2001 and out of them 176 were killed in conflict zones. Added to this grim scenario is that 95% of the attacks against journalists worldwide go unpunished. He further stated that in Bangladesh 145 journalists were assaulted or targeted with death threats, one reporter murdered and several newsrooms or press clubs were brutally attacked in between October 2001 to June 2002. In spite of these violations the prime suspects are enjoying impunity; and from 1996 to 2002 not a single trial was held. 

He appealed that “this is a human rights issue and asked the world community and the United Nations Human Rights Commission to consider this concern seriously and take necessary action  to protect the rights of journalists and freedom of expression.

Comments and questions:

- Impact of  ICTs on youth- has it been covered adequately?

- Representation of refugees with a clear distinction between refugees and migrants

-The current document or the discussion paper which was circulated focussed on problems but did not highlight significant achievements in these areas adequately.

-The document needed contextualising  further

-Issues related to accountability and security was raised

- Conference reports need to reach the UN system as well

Before closing, Adam once again raised this issue of who should represent civil society  at the Asian Regional Meeting at Tokyo and how should the civil society representatives be selected?

Drafted by Jaba S. Menon, OneWorld South Asia, jaba.menon@oneworld.net          

