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Mr. Minister, dear colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen,
Introduction

The international community has come together for this World Summit on the Information Society in order to agree on a common vision for the future knowledge society. This society is to be balanced economically, socially and culturally and accessible to all. This calls for synergy between three priorities of the European Lisbon Strategy: promoting higher growth, more jobs and greater inclusion.

Contribution of ICT to the objectives of WSIS
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) are very important contributors to all of these 3 aspects. ICTs increase productivity, the quality of work and they provide new business opportunities. ICTs also offer services raising the quality of life and encourage participation, thus leading to greater inclusion. 
Current activities
The European Commission through its policy and research programmes is trying to accentuate these positive features of the Information Society.
· My new i2010 initiative promotes an open and competitive digital economy and emphasizes ICT as a driver for inclusion and quality of life for all.
· The Information Society Technology research programme supports e-inclusion and citizenship, e-collaboration, content and services, public services, skills and work, etcetera. It also contributes to establishing links between Europe and developing and emerging economies. 
· We are proposing to further develop these activities in the Seventh Research Framework Programme by bringing the technology closer to people. This means: making technology very simple to use, available, affordable, reliable and adaptable to the user’s needs. 
Changes in working / learning paradigms

However, we should be aware of the fundamental changes that the ICT are bringing to the society. The way in which computers and networks are integrated into the everyday environment places users, in their multiple roles, at the centre of the future Information Society. These challenges lead directly to the core of this symposium: eSkills capacity building.
Importance of ICT skills in development

A well-educated, skilled and adaptable workforce is the foundation of high growth and competitiveness. Moreover, an e-skilled society is the most valid guarantee against exclusion. Learning and training opportunities help people to overcome geographical, physical, social and economic barriers. It is the best guarantee of full participation in the knowledge society.
Here I would like to emphasize the importance of eSkills in the emerging and developing countries. The aim in this respect is to co-create an all-inclusive knowledge society, with the Information and Communication Technologies as a basis and framework for human-centric services. 
We have to develop adequate skills that can lead to the full use of ICTs and thus encourage:

· diversification of economic activities, increasing productivity and quality of  work, as well as investments in infrastructure, 
· greater social inclusion, building cultural and social communities, increasing cultural awareness and supporting minorities.
Challenges of ICT skills development

There are still a number of challenges to be met regarding the ICT skills development.

Today around 20% of total employment in modern economies can be classified as ICT-skilled employment. We thus need to train our citizens, also those in adult age. But only 10% of the European population participate in life-long learning. This figure must be raised in order to meet the challenges of a fast changing industrial and technological landscape.The reaching of such a goal requires a strong commitment from all stakeholders: ICT industry, academia, policy makers and end-users. 
Improvement of ICT skills

The Commission is currently addressing these challenges through the  Action Plan to promote Skills and Mobility and through the eLearning Programme, and the Media Programme with its emphasis on media literacy.

The list of actions that we proposed during the eLearning conference in May this year includes: development of the “value chain” of life-long learning, eLearning and eSkills through all the research programmes, particularly within the domain of New Working Environments. 

We also support research on new knowledge and media technologies in order to enhance learning processes; knowledge and learning in firms, especially in SMEs, and to promote digital skills. A better link between European activities and policies of the developing and emerging countries should be created in order to avoid the digital gap and to contribute to the goals of the World Summit.
For a truly strengthened  ICT skills capacity we need a fundamental change of the learning and training processes. Here I should mention the work done by the European eSkills Forum initiated by the European Commission in 2003, which is bringing together all relevant stakeholders in order to develop a long-term strategic approach. I hope that today’s discussion will further define the actions to be put in place by all the stakeholders.

We will also need to bring our different  worldwide experiences together, to learn from each other. My services in the Directorate General for Information Society and Media are involved in the multi-stakeholder discussions on the European ICT Skills Framework. The latter has shown that the benchmarking exercise in this area is of great relevance. 

However, a wider reflection is necessary for addressing the needs of ICT skills development in the global context. I do hope that the conclusions of this symposium will help to link European policies to those of the developing countries, in our common aim to reduce the digital gap.
Conclusions

I would therefore like to thank all the stakeholders for their excellent initiative in organising this symposium  and especially the Ministry for Scientific Research, Technology and Skills of Tunisia, as well as the speakers from Tunisia and South Africa. I wish you a very successful and fruitful symposium and I look forward to its results.
7
1

