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Europe’s Information Society beyond 2005

Contribution by the 

Citizens’ Union PAREMVASSI
We believe that the main development to be taken into account by regulators at a European as well as at a national level in the next five years is citizen empowerment as represented by e-governance and e-democracy.  ICT tools have the potential for creating a new kind of relationship between the government and the governed, which will reshape and strengthen democracy. In modernizing public services, the electronic service delivery model should be expanded both technologically and organizationally to provide for an interactive, two-way communication between citizens and public organizations. If taken up, this unprecedented capacity for a greater number of people to have a broader and deeper involvement in the formulation and monitoring of government policies, largely due to the use of ICTs, will profoundly benefit the democratic process.  

Our views on the 8 clusters identified by the Commission in its Communication on the challenges for a European Information Society beyond 2005 are the following: 

Content and Services

The private sector’s role in the provision of content and services is instrumental but it should operate within a well-defined regulatory framework set at European level that promotes innovation and competitiveness.

Interoperability

Issues of interoperability should be addressed in order to stimulate the creation as well as the use of products and services. The emergence of standards should be supported by regulatory bodies. 

eInclusion and citizenship

Voluntary transfer of ICT skills and knowledge as well as free provision of ICT infrastructure from the more developed to the less developed sectors of the community is a key factor in overcoming the digital divide. All stakeholders (the state, the private sector and civil society) can contribute towards this direction. The state is in a prime position to offer goods and services at little or no cost to the less privileged sectors of society. 

Skills and work

Acquisition of ICT skills should become a priority that should be dealt with both within the education systems and within the work environment. Research must aim not only to increase the productivity and competitiveness of the private sector but also to promote greater participation and employment. 

Public services

The modernization of public services should not be limited to the provision of electronic services (e-government) but should offer interactive abilities for citizen participation and monitoring of government decision making  (e-governance and eventually e-democracy). We support the development of e-democracy initiatives in every community at local, national or global level. The online forum (Futurum) created for citizens to participate in the process of the European Convention is a good example of such initiatives. There is evidence that online monitoring of government policies by individuals or NGOs leads to increased transparency of public or private organizations. 

ICT as a key industrial sector

R&D in ICT is a most important area of the future. But is very important that it should not be limited to technological matters but should also take into account societal issues and the citizen technology interface. To this end a partnership between the EU member states and civil society will be most useful. 

Trust and dependability

Recent technological advances have increased exponentially the amount of electronic footsteps left behind by the average citizen in his everyday life. Governments and private sector corporations are in a position to have access to a large amount of information regarding specific individuals. Regulation should be put in place to restrict possible abuse of such powers and safeguard each person’s fundamental right to privacy. NGOs also have a role to play in this direction by bringing to light abuses and exerting the right pressure for change.

Exploitation of ICT by business

In order to encourage the take up of ICTs not only by SMEs but also by NGOs and individuals, open source software should be promoted and supported. Its low cost is an advantage while it often outperforms products of traditional corporations. Tools, which form the basis of the digital world, such as Microsoft WINDOWS, should be considered for this method of distribution. 

The following policy area should also be addressed in our examination of the future of a European Information Society:

Copyright laws

The Internet has, since its creation, been the domain of free speech and free exchange of material. Due to the Internet and digital technology, works free of copyright restrictions have become easily accessible to millions to enjoy and incorporate into new digital works of their own. It is imperative that copyright laws, do not strangle this creative process by imposing unlimited restrictions on use of existing works but should strike a balance between protection of intellectual property and ability to use previous achievements in the creation of future works.  

While we believe that all of the above are important areas for the development of the Information Society and would benefit from being addressed at a European as well as at a national level, we think the following three are particularly crucial:

Trust and dependability

We believe this area represents the necessary condition for ICTs to be taken up by all members of the community: individuals, corporations, civil society, the public sector. As far as the providers of goods and services are concerned we need to put in place a well-defined regulatory framework, punitive measures where necessary and a competitive environment. The users, on the other hand, need to be encouraged, educated and protected from malicious acts or abuse of dominant positions.  

Public Services (e-governance and e-democracy) 

As mentioned above, electronic service delivery should not represent the final goal of public services modernization. This alone will not affect the democratic process. Rather, citizen feedback in the form of public consultations should increasingly be sought. In addition, the opening up of public policy implementation to monitoring by citizens will increase transparency. Finally, citizens will be an equal standing with the government when they are able to lead initiatives in policy formulation themselves, naturally leaving the last say to the government. 

E-inclusion and citizenship

E-inclusion is in turn the necessary condition for a true e-democracy. It is not possible to exclude sections of the community from participation in the democratic process let alone from opportunities to learn, work, communicate, access public services and generally be part of a community that is becoming increasingly “digital”. Education and provision of equipment for private or public use at little or no cost are policies that would help in this direction. 
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