(Translated from the French)

MEMORANDUM

Subject: 
Memorandum presented by the French NPO side to the Digital Opportunity Task Force

Introduction

The digital divide, a highly fashionable concept these days, can only be understood by being reviewed through a societal approach.

On the one hand, it relates also to social, economic and political divides, in the North as well as in the South. Therefore, trying to bridge the digital divide cannot serve as a measure to hold up radical reforms such as democratisation and the establishment of the rule of law in the South, ending the crisis of representative democracy in the North, cancelling the debt of the countries of the South, urban policy in the North, etc.

On the other hand, the divide in the North as in the South is more information-related and cultural than digital. Linking up people is not enough to turn them into well-integrated, active and creative citizens. Thus, digital technology is not THE solution. It acts as a spur to planned social, cultural and political change.

The following proposals should be viewed in this context.

1. Regulatory and Policy Framework

1-1/ The Internet and Universal Service

Analysis

The issue of the digital divide, in both the North and the South, can only be addressed from the minimalist viewpoint of universal service. In principle, everyone should have access to the information society. Obviously, universal access is a long-term goal and it should be used as a frame of reference for political and economic choices. Seen in this light, the role of national and local governments is critical.

In many Southern countries, telecommunications companies, which are often subsidiaries of companies from the North, engage in hegemonic practices that are contrary both to consumers’ interests and to public service obligations. The expected end of monopolies must be backed up by a regulatory framework that incorporates measures to ensure compliance with competition rules and public service obligations. The experience of several Southern countries has shown that ending a monopoly does not automatically lead to lower prices and better service for consumers, far from it.

Proposal:

The Statement by the UN Administrative Committee on Coordination (ACC) "on universal access to basic communication and information services" dated 15 September 1997 (http://acc.unsystem.org/-documents/joint.statements/9724387e.pdf), and the ACC Statement «on information and communication technologies (ICTs) and development», dated 24 May 2000 (http://acc.unsystem.org/-documents/joint.statements/acc-ict.pdf) could be used as a starting point for work by the G8 countries, in coordination with the UN, to come up with an international definition of the notion of universal service in the information society.

Universal service needs to be addressed at two levels:

-
affordable, non-discriminatory and continuous access to communications technology (telephony, web, e-mail, etc.)

-
Access to certain content and knowledge that can be deemed to be public goods and vectors for democracy, citizenship and cultural transformation (government services, government documents, education, etc.)

In concrete terms, this will require:

-
enabling content to be disseminated from the South at similar costs and under similar technological conditions to those found in the North,

-
promoting the development and use of technological solutions that optimise the distribution of information flows over digital networks.

In Southern countries, the combined efforts of governments, the private sector and the third sector can help make progress towards universal service by developing infrastructures and increasing the number of public access points to the Internet and other tools. Equipping each local community (village or urban neighbourhood) with a terminal connected to the telephone network is a reasonable goal.

The requirements for operators should include public service obligations and be applied with the same rigour to subsidiaries of Northern groups, which often enjoy monopolies.

Governments in the North and South need to back the development of non-profit and community access providers (freenet, community networks, etc.), along with the coordination of these actors to give them more bargaining power when negotiating the supply of bandwidth with cable operators.

1-2/ Updating and International Adoption of the People’s Communication Charter

Analysis

All of the rights and obligations arising from the dawning of the information era should enjoy legal protection. Countries’ laws either say nothing about these issues, or else the rules vary greatly from one country to the next.

Proposal

By drawing broadly on the People’s Communication Charter (see http://www.pccharter.net/), the idea would be to draft a text that covers the right to knowledge, as well as the right to diversity of languages and privacy, and to give this text the force of law.

1-3/ Set Up an Information Society Solidarity Fund

Analysis

A totally market-based approach to the issues means that, in the short and even medium term, the insolvency of demand from users in countries that are now excluded from the information society is likely to constitute an insurmountable barrier. Temporary public financing arrangements will be required to overcome this impasse and initiate a development cycle in which businesses eventually receive a return on their investment.

These arrangements would also make it possible to achieve a fresh balance in the vision of the Internet by giving the social-benefit approach more weight vis-à-vis the financial-benefit approach.

Proposal

Set up an Information Society Solidarity Fund.

The Fund should be placed under quadripartite management, involving governments through international organisations that have taken initiatives to bridge the digital divide, the market sector, NGOs and associations working on Internet solidarity and the Internet for good citizenship. Management could be decentralised with a network of branches and the ITU would again play a key role in coordinating these components.

The goals of the fund:

-
a priority on cofinancing for infrastructures in areas where the market sector will not act alone. A matching funding system could be designed, under which the fund provides financing to top up private investment in areas that are deemed to be insolvent, thus promoting a private-public development mix,

-
confinancing public points of access to old and new information technologies,

-
cofinancing the development of independent and non-profit access providers,

-
cofinancing teachers’ training to enable independent development in Southern countries,

-
cofinancing projects and applications that provide social value added (e.g. bringing women into the economy, literacy, etc.)

The criteria for funding: financing will only be provided for projects that comply with the People’s Communication Charter (see above) and meet the following criteria: freedom of access and protection of personal data, etc.

1-4/ Financing the Information Society Solidarity Fund

Analysis

The limits of traditional arrangements for financing the work of international NGOs and government organisations have long been apparent.

If entry into the information society is to be considered as a universal service it will require reliance on fundamental government tools, meaning taxes.

Since the digital divide, inter alia, is a global issue, it calls for a global response, which indirectly implies the introduction of supranational taxation. The idea is not to challenge governments’ sovereign right to raise taxes, but rather spur thinking about coordinating tax tools at international level to address issues related to globalisation.

Proposal

The Fund’s resources could be provided using various public financing arrangements:

A/ Levying a limited tax (e.g. 0.5%) on economic activities related to the information society. The G8 countries could start by applying this tax themselves, acting as the pioneers before this form of tax spreads to the rest of the world.

B/ Taxing earnings from the attribution of domain names. These domain names are public goods, which are currently granted to private interests for free. This taxation could be initiated through two non-competing arrangements. The first requires either the consent of ICANN or else a challenge to its monopoly in this area.

-
Automatic withholding of a percentage of the revenues generated by the attribution of domain names.

-
Creating a new domain suffix. E.g. ‘is’ (for Internet Solidarity).

The revenues generated by the attribution of this class of domain names would be turned over in full to the Solidarity Fund, minus the (marginal) cost of management by a trusted entity, which must be fully independent of any individual government’s interests. These domain names would be attributed exclusively to natural and legal persons that adhere to an Internet Solidarity Charter.

C/ A special tax on the profits that telecommunications companies from the North earn on their subsidiaries in the South.

D/ Following the Italian model, some of the proceeds from the sale of new-generation technology licences (mobile telephony yesterday, local radio loops today, etc.) could be paid in part into the Information Society Solidarity Fund.

Obviously, the first tax will generate revenue on a much greater scale than the second. On the other hand, any idea of taxing the flow of information should be ruled out, since it would harm the interests of those who already have the smallest stake in the information society and limit access to cultural goods. Ultimately, such a tax would be contrary to the goal of bridging the digital divide. 

The third approach, which has already been tried in Italy with regard to its internal digital divide, can easily be extended to fighting the North-South digital divide.

1-5/ Lower Taxes on Computers ASSEMBLED OR BUILT in Southern Countries and a Preferential Tax Rate on Applications that Contribute to Local Economic Development and/or to Bridging the Digital Divide.

Analysis

The introduction of information technology in a Southern country constitutes a formidable tool for development and a boost for growth. Therefore, companies that manufacture or assemble computers locally should be exempted from taxes. Just as governments played a key role in ICT research and development in the Northern countries, so they should be able to play a role in industrial development in Southern countries.

At the same time, two pitfalls need to be avoided:

-
Depriving Southern countries of their meagre tax revenues,

-
Promoting penetration of Northern products without enabling endogenous development of the Southern countries.

This means that tax measures must promote local assembly or, better yet, manufacturing of equipment, backed up by the necessary transfer of knowledge. A genuine assembly business for domestic consumption needs to be developed, particularly in Africa and Asia.

Furthermore, despite a movement towards more recycling of equipment from the North, which entails major externalities (shipping costs, ecological impact, problems in finding suitable software, etc.), the goal for the Southern countries must continue to be access to new equipment.

Proposal

As a transitional measure, developing countries should promote local economic development by cutting taxes on sales of locally manufactured or assembled computers and ICT tools.

Lower tax rates could also be charged on equipment, depending on the user sector and its social value. For example, equipment for the educational sector could be tax exempt and lower tax rates could charged on equipment for the third sector and community organisations.

The recycling of old hardware from the North can be considered only in exceptional cases because there are too many drawbacks. It would be much better to transfer computer manufacturing systems whose cost has been written off.

2 Infrastructure and Access

2-1/ Connectivity and Training: Priority on Public Access Points Served by Community Providers

Analysis

Connection problems do seem to be insurmountable in Southern countries, as long as the approach to connection issues is individualistic and mercantile. Whole segments of the population in many Southern countries (and even in some Northern countries) are bound to be insolvent and, therefore, unable to pay for connections, for decades to come.

Setting up public access points to serve a village or a neighbourhood seems to be the only short-term response that prevents the exclusion of these territories and their inhabitants.

But we must be clear about the type of public access points in question. They could be:

-
Privately operated access points, Internet cafés or, more especially, telecentres, which transform telephone access points into Internet access points at very little cost.

-
Publicly provided access points, developed by central or local government (e.g. the Malian government’s drive to have 701 public access points, or 1 per municipality).

-
Community access points run by formal or informal local associations. 

These three approaches are obviously complementary and useful. They should be promoted.

In terms of social value added, the experience of both Northern and Southern countries shows that such tools can only make a real difference to local life and development if they are backed up by a strong team of technical trainers and advisers for users, and if they are integrated into the fabric of local life.

Proposal

The priority for public and private financing must be on the development of community centres providing telephone, Internet and multimedia access. Where appropriate, these centres should be coordinated with universities or technological research centres, NGOs, community and professional organisations, etc. This will increase the chances of finding the right people to support the centres and provide training, as well as identifying communities’ real needs in this area in terms of economic, social and cultural development. Financing could include funds provided through specific credit facilities.

2-2/ Using Radio to Facilitate Telephone and Internet Access in Rural Areas

Analysis

The experience of many countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America has shown how helpful it is to combine different media, such as mobile telephony, radio and the Internet, particularly in rural areas that are not served by wire networks.

More specifically, community radio centres in rural areas can play three roles:

-
they can be used to send web content and electronic mail over the air to large numbers of people who do not have direct access,

-
they can be used for training,

-
they can be used to establish a link between the Internet and oral communications in countries with strong oral traditions and where illiteracy rates are still high.

All to often the development of community radio centres is hampered by the cost of radio licences, since the licence pricing policy is geared towards the commercial sector.

Proposal:

Southern countries should be able to promote the attribution of radio licences at below market prices for community radio stations that help to bridge the digital divide. The Northern countries should be able to provide support for the Southern countries’ own financial efforts through a matching funding arrangement.

3 Human Capital and Knowledge

3-1/ Training is the Priority

Analysis

In addition to infrastructure and access problems, the lack of technical and teaching skills in certain Southern countries is a critical obstacle to technological development.

Example: It is estimated that connecting the 702 local communities in Mali would require two people for each site: one to provide mediation and training and the other to maintain equipment. Yet, at present, no computer training is available at university level in Mali.

Proposal

The first priority for public and private financing should be university training for specialists at different levels, including computer engineers, technicians and trainers, since the lack of human resources in this area is a critical problem.

Students, who are the decision-makers of tomorrow, should also get training that increases their awareness of how the Internet can serve democracy and society.

As higher education opens up to distance teaching, the developed countries should undertake to make content and teaching material developed by their public education systems available for local training. Cooperation funds could be used to finance training for teachers and tutors who will work with the teaching material provided. Bilateral exchanges and cooperation between learners from the North and the South will be promoted.

Open solutions, such as freeware, will be the first choice for the tools and platforms provided.

3-2/ Promoting Lateral Transfers of Know-How

Analysis

Many skills are underused in transfers of technology and know-how. The people in the North who are involved in non-commercial Internet development are often totally unaware of the realities of life in the countries of the South and they do not draw on the experience of developmental NGOs.

Many initiatives aimed at transferring technology, know-how, experience and training have already been undertaken with varying degrees of success. It would not take much money to increase these initiatives and tailor them more closely to the skills provided by NGOs and the needs of their partners from the South. More specifically, technology transfers must fulfil the following criteria: the technology must suit the local context and meet the population’s real needs; transfers must incorporate the inherent transfer and infrastructure costs; the local population must have some control over the technology; the technology and the transfers must have the capacity to generate local technologies and know-how.

Proposal

First of all, developmental NGOs and the associations working on the Internet for solidarity and for citizenship issues should pool their know-how, without waiting for the government or the private-sector to make the first move. Today, there is practically no dialogue between these two spheres. We propose initiating an international network of local actors concerned in the South with the Internet for solidarity and for citizenship issues. Each country can use cooperation arrangements to set up:

-
structures for networking experience, observing practices, fostering innovation and backing Internet solidarity and citizenship projects. This networked observatory would be on-line and accessible from anywhere in the world, opening the way for two-way sharing of experiences between North and South and between countries of the South.

-
an analytical institute: local researchers and actors will identify the issues, assess policies and discuss proposals for amending government policies accordingly. The institute will assess the relevance and impact of technology transfers.

Then, lateral transfers of technology, know-how, training, etc. can be implemented immediately between community access points in the North and the South. Governments’ role in this initiative would be limited to providing the international, national and local political will to back such networking. Experiments with technological communities (e.g. Gnutella) or knowledge-sharing communities (e.g. Prairienet in the US or the "networks for sharing knowledge" on-line in Parthenay, France) have set the standard for network use based on sharing, rather than top-down imposition of solutions. These initiatives can and should inspire action to bridge the digital divide.

In this spirit, we propose the development of I-twinning (I for Internet) of public access points, schools, universities, non-profit access providers and local government. This development would call for an international "I-twinning" seal of approval to be granted by local and regional tripartite committees and backed by intergovernmental organisations such as the UN and UNESCO, for instance.

3-3 Equipping Universities

Analysis

The level of equipment available at universities influences the level of training for future web users, future Internet operators and future researchers in ICT development. The Internet provides access to vast documentary resources and many distance learning systems, which means it is bound to result in substantial improvements in higher education. There is a very close correlation between the number of web users in a country and the level of equipment available in its universities. Swedish and Canadian universities are much better equipped than French universities. To a certain extent, the same holds true in Africa, where Ghana, for example, enjoys a particularly strong position.

Public money was used to fund the university networks in the United States, Europe and Japan. America’s National Science Foundation, which provides public funding for research, played a critical role in the development of the Internet by first covering the full cost, and then providing partial funding for infrastructures,  roughly during a decade. How can the world’s poorest countries get the Internet to take off if they have to rely entirely on private initiative, when even the countries where private investment is the most dynamic did not use this solution?

Proposal

The priority for action by the international community should be equipping universities and building high-speed networks to link universities and serve the public sector (education, health, local government and administration, culture and community services).

Just as some of the schools with multimedia equipment in the North stay open in the evening so that students' parents can train, universities could open their doors and make their equipment and their students’ skills available to other groups in the community.

3-4/ Local Policy for Access to Public Services and Democratic Expression

Analysis

The governments of most Southern countries are aware of how important the development of ICTs is for their economies. On the other hand, international bodies should raise their awareness of public and democratic ICT applications. They give the youngest democracies a chance to promote participation in public life and consolidate the democratic spirit.

These issues come up at the level of the smallest administrative units, as well as at the national level.

When local governments address ICT issues, they have a duty to implement a deliberate policy to foster a public and democratic Internet.

Proposal

Raise governments’ awareness of the democratic uses of digital networks, such as handling formalities online, access to official government documents (whether legislative, administrative or legal), holding public consultations, making government decision-making more transparent, etc.

For this purpose, local and national elected officials should be offered access to various information sources and shown existing examples (in Canada and France in particular) and they should be encouraged to expand government research in this direction.

Promote financing for developing a public and democratic Internet.

4 Local Applications

4-1/ Adapting the Tool to the Culture and Not the Other Way Round

Analysis

New generations of tools are being developed in laboratories located in the North, especially in English-speaking countries. Naturally, the tools developed correspond to these countries’ culture and needs. The most striking evidence of this is that English is the predominant language on the web and that written communication prevails over oral communication.

Today, the few initiatives aimed at breaking out of a this uniform culture are the isolated work of activists and they are often derided by the major laboratories and research centres.

Proposal

Provide funding for R&D centres in the South that meet the following needs:

-
development of tools that suit oral traditions (e.g. "light" attached voice messages, community voice mail, local web radio, local web TV, etc.)

-
development of tools adapted for illiterate users based on symbols with user friendly interfaces,

-
development of tools in different languages, including local languages,

-
development of interfaces between traditional media, such as radio, and new media (e.g. automatic webcasting of local radio shows and the local press, facilities for transmitting mobile phone messages by e-mail, etc.)

4-2 Promotion and Distribution of Freeware

Analysis

The countries of the South just cannot afford licences for the most commonly used software (Word, Excel, etc.) Therefore, they have to settle for free software, which is often complex, or they have to pirate the software that enables them to link up with the rest of the world. However, the development of freeware seems to be especially suited to the Southern countries, in view of their limited economic resources and the natural adaptability of such software to the uses and needs of users and developers.

Proposal

Northern governments should provide specific support for action to improve and simplify freeware and distribute it in the South as part of their cooperation programmes. Cooperation funds could be used to call for projects to develop light and robust tools based on shareware that can be adapted to a variety of hardware and maintenance systems.
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