





PRESS RELEASE

SWITZERLAND AND THE WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM:

TAKING RESPONSIBILITY IN THE INFORMATION AGE

Geneva, 9 December—On the eve of the official opening of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) 10-12 December 2003 at Geneva Palexpo, Pascal Couchepin, President of Switzerland, and Professor Klaus Schwab, Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum, co-chaired a high-level roundtable discussion. Forty people were convened to participate in this forum on the theme “Taking Responsibility in the Information Age”, with the aim of presenting concrete recommendations in the context of the WSIS. Participants included heads of state and government, corporate leaders, civil society representatives and experts on the new technologies.

As a specific outcome, the meeting set forth a concrete recommendation in the area of internet governance, recommending the creation of a small multi-task force of the United Nations to be formed by June 2004. Discussions included a broad range of issues, including how to implement the outcome of WSIS, and a call for the involvement of the entire private sector, not just the Information and Technology sector. There was acknowledgement that democracy requires good information and vice-versa, that the links between IT and policy and governance are clear. There was also consensus that the information and communication technology (ICT) services must be included in the overall economic and development equation.

Professor Schwab welcomed the participants on a positive note, stating that “progress is underway and there is increased use of information technology to close gaps globally.” He presented both United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan and the Swiss President  with the new Global Information Technology Report, released today by the World Economic Forum. 

President Couchepin stated that “Switzerland is proud to be the host country for the WSIS.” He stressed the importance of addressing the “what”, “how” and “why” of the new ICTs, and opening the dialogue to engage all stakeholders—business, government and civil society.

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan  said that we know what the main ideas are, but who will take responsibility? He continued by stating that information and communication technologies (ICTs) are increasingly important in developing countries, and are needed in order to use resources effectively as well as to attract investment. He pointed out that business leaders are increasingly realizing their responsibility not only to shareholders but also to stakeholders.

James Rubin, former US Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs, moderator of the discussions, set out the “can-do” issues in focus for discussion. The objective: to set forth practical “take-aways” from the discussion, in order to make the information technology society a reality—with openness, connectivity, and growth promotion. Small roundtable discussions were held around four main themes:  

The discussion on Staying Relevant, Finding the Appropriate Technology Mix, was chaired by His Excellency, Mr Joaquim Alberto Chissano, President of the Republic of Mozambique. The rapporteur for the discussion was Ms Maureen O’Neil, President of the International Development Research Centre (Canada). President Chissano shared with the group the experience of Mozambique. Key challenges here include how to create a national communication platform, how to make ICTs more affordable, how to build sufficient human resources and how to produce materials that can incorporate local languages. It was pointed out the local markets in developing countries could be fundamentally transformed by information technology. There is a need to connect schools as well as markets in these countries. The question is how to create national and local networks and dialogues—we need to move from the global level to the national and local levels to make real progress.

The discussion of Internet Governance: Beyond the Impasse was chaired by Nicholas Negroponte, Weissner Professor, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (USA). The rapporteur was Ayisi Makatiani, Founder of Africa Online (Kenya). The big issues include availability of information, free speech and the role of governments, closely linked to issues of legal framework, behaviour of actors, and economic equality. The feeling was that the Draft UN Declaration is reportedly good. The group set forth concrete recommendations that a United Nations multi-task force should be established by June 2004, with less that 15 members, as a high-level advisory group with non-decision making powers and non-aligned with specific interest groups. However, the group recommended that members should have past experience in running an ISP service in the developing world. The objective would be to make recommendations to the second phase of the WSIS, to be held in Tunis in 2005. 

The discussion on Extracting Values from Globalization: How ICT-Enabled Services Create Opportunities and Strengthen Competitiveness was chaired by Dr. Fawaz H Zu’bi, Minister of Information and Communications Technology for Jordan. The rapporteur was Robert Greenhill, President, Bombardier International (Canada). This group focused on four main themes: ICT enabling of the globalization of services; ICT development can create much good in society, to reward education, to create confidence, to create room for new reforms; to use connection to develop content, microfinance and bank lending; and backlash—the great concern in developing countries over the impact of opening up and getting connected.

The discussion on Connectivity for the Next Five Billion: Public Access Points and Human Capacity Building was chaired by Jay Naidoo, Chairman, Development Bank of Southern Africa (Johannesburg). The rapporteur was Jean-Philippe Courtois, Chief Executive Officer, Microsoft EMEA (France). This group identified four pillars: leadership development; to create and integrate infrastructure; education; and sustainability. 
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