Information about the WSIS  for ITU TELECOM World Youth Forum 2003 Delegates
This little document is created at the request of various Youth Fellows to the ITU Telecom World Youth Forum. It is written from a personal viewpoint by Nick Moraitis, facilitator of the Youth Caucus for the upcoming World Summit on the Information Society.

What is the World Summit on the Information Society?

The World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS  – pronounced “wis-sis”) is a major UN Summit being organized by the United Nations in Geneva, from the 10th-12th of December 2003.  The Summit focuses on access to information and communications technologies, and their potential to transform how we live, learn, work and play, as well as support the realization of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
.
WSIS is the primary gathering of “world leaders” being organized by the United Nations this year, and follows the tradition of previous UN Summits, especially over the last decade, such as the Rio Earth Summit in Brazil (1992), the Beijing Women’s Conference in China (1995) and the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development (2002). The Summit will bring together heads of state (Presidents and Prime Ministers), ministers, government bureaucrats, business leaders and leaders of NGOs and other ‘civil society’ groups such as academics, trade unions, media and youth. 

Despite rhetoric about ‘a new type of Summit’, WSIS generally follows the UN procedure – and governments are by far the most ‘important’ group involved. The event in December will be a media opportunity for the politicians and a ‘space’ to raise awareness about the issues and showcase projects. It will be the culmination of a long process of political negotiation around two key documents – a “Declaration of Principles”, and an “Action Plan” to be agreed by the world leaders. This process began in July 2002, and has involved three full global preparatory meetings (each with about two-thousand participants), two additional smaller global meetings, five major regional meetings, and numerous national level consultations.
What are some of the key issues on the agenda of the World Summit?

A key debate from the outset was how ‘broad’ the WSIS agenda should be? If, as the name implied, it was about a shift from the “industrial society” to the “information society”, it could be about just about everything. The problem of “defining WSIS” slowed down many of the early preparatory meetings
. Ultimately a relatively narrow, rather technical definition was settled upon. 

Still, WSIS explores many issues, including:
· Access: how to create more equitable access to technologies, both high-tech and low tech, and especially in developing countries and rural areas.
· Education: how to teach people about computers, how to use computers more effectively within existing classes to make learning better, how to develop new ‘e-learning’ tools to ensure (even basic) education reaches even more people.

· Security and privacy: how to protect privacy of electronic data, ensure integrity of networks, prevent spam etc.
· Employment: how to use ICTs to increase job opportunities, promote safe workplaces, provide training and capacity building for employees in new technologies etc.
· Environment: how to use ICTs to promote sustainable development, while at the same time minimizing the impact of ICTs on the environment and our health.

· Media: how to ensure free, open access to both create and receive information from the media, including ‘older’ (but often more context appropriate) technologies such as radio, television and newspapers. 
· Culture: how to ensure that in a globalizing, connected world we retain, preserve and promote a sense of cultural diversity, multilingualism etc.
How are young people involved in the WSIS?

Young people are often some of the most active creators and earliest adopters of ICTs, and are therefore key stakeholders in WSIS process. Youth representing all types of involvement with ICTs – from community radio stations, to educational programs, have participated in every meeting of the WSIS process in large numbers organized within the “Youth Caucus”. At each of the meetings, the Youth Caucus has produced daily newsletters, provided input to the proposed documents, and hosted receptions. Hundreds more young people have followed the process from their home countries, both through online discussions and e-consultations and through National Information Society Youth Campaigns. Operational and secretariat support for the Youth Caucus has been provided by international youth organization, TakingITGlobal (http://www.takingitglobal.org), within the framework of the Youth Creating Digital Opportunity initiative (for more information, see http://www.ycdo.net).
Developing a World TELECOM Youth Forum Input
The World Telecom Youth Forum does unfortunately come ‘very late in the game’ to have any impact on the WSIS process. However, governments are themselves behind schedule in finalizing the WSIS documents (they were meant to be finished at the 3rd Prepcom which closed on the 26th of September) and therefore the opportunity is not completely closed! 
Key issues still be to resolved in the official political declaration and action plan:
The issues where there is still significant disagreement between governments include:
· Human Rights:  At one extreme, some would prefer to limit references to human rights in general because they have not signed onto them at a global level (for example, the US has not agreed with the Convention on the Rights of the Child so would probably not want references to “child rights” in the document). At the other, people say that WSIS must not only strongly reference existing “human rights” instruments, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights, but define a new type of right – a ‘right to communicate’. 

One reason why a “right to communicate” has been so difficult to get included in the WSIS document is that there has been confusion over what it means. Its advocates argue that inclusion of a ‘right to communicate’ reflects a commitment to a “people-centered”, “participatory”, information society, where citizens have the right to interact, communicate and create knowledge freely. Others have interpreted a “right to communicate” on a purely technical and financial level – as a right to access technology, computers, phones etc. The right to communicate is politically unattractive to various governments for reasons ranging from their own history of censorship, to suspicion of citizens having ‘economic’ rights that imply government intervention, and so forth. Others, such as the trade union movement and mainstream media representatives, have said the discussion by WSIS of a “right to communicate” is confusing the debate and that the existing Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights guaranteeing a right to “freedom of expression” is enough and indeed important to highlight.
· Financing: The cost of realizing the objectives of the World Summit’s Declaration and Action Plan would appear to be very significant. Many countries in the developing world (especially in Africa) would like the Summit to establish mechanisms that see richer countries donate major amounts of money to support the establishment of better telecommunications and computer infrastructure, training, educational programs, ICT-enabled healthcare services etc. Various proposals have been put forward which have gone virtually nowhere, such as the creation of a tax on computer products in developed countries to subsidize educational technology in the developing world. Another proposal was put forward by the Government of Senegal to create a “Digital Solidarity Fund” contributed to by rich countries. Practically, very few representatives of development/donor ministries have been attending the WSIS proceedings so this idea has not really yet caught on, and there is still significant debate about inclusion of words like “Digital Solidarity” in the WSIS declaration at all. 
These issues above are the subject of intense negotiations between governments, along with some others such as the role of the media, models of technology development (open source vs. proprietary), etc.  A further meeting has been scheduled for November 10-14th to pick-up the discussion where it was left-off at the close of the 3rd Preparatory Meeting (“Prepcom3”) in September. This meeting will likely involve a relatively closed, high-level negotiation between representatives of key governments.
What might be an effective input from TELECOM?

Some tips:

· Keep it short: Right now, people responsible for WSIS are extremely busy and extremely tired of the whole thing! With the official documents very far advanced, people honestly have limited time and energy for major new contributions [and their attention is focused more on urgently getting major governments to agree to something, rather than on what youth think…]. From another perspective, short is good because you have very limited time to put together a statement! “Short and sweet” is very good.
· Highlight important issues to the Youth Fellows: There will be lots of issues and perspectives on the information society that are coming out of the TELECOM meeting, and from people’s interests, projects and countries. Do include a brief summary or action points around some of the priority issues for youth at the Forum that defines the type of information society they would like to live in, for example around education, employment, entrepreneurship etc. It’s important to demonstrate that youth care about the full range of issues… And… even if they are unlikely to be listened to within the context of the upcoming Geneva Summit, there is a second WSIS planned to be held in Tunis in 2005.

· Consider merits of being specific about contentious points: It may or may not be worthwhile providing specific inputs on the issues ‘contended’ by governments. On the one hand, this is perhaps where there is still the opportunity to make a “relevant” contribution. On the other, these are tricky areas to be involved with – first, just as with governments, it’s not necessarily true that it will be easy to get a general consensus amongst the youth; second they are complicated issues and coming up with a sophisticated response requires expertise; third, they are not really areas where youth are considered to have particular experience or interest (unlike ‘bread and butter’ youth issues like education and entrepreneurship) and where input is likely to be taken seriously. If you do tackle these issues consider making specific language suggestions (refer to the present Draft WSIS documents themselves and say what you would change it to), or making general, emotive statements (for example, about the centrality of human rights etc).
· Reinforce the message that youth are very important: One of the easiest - and perhaps the most important - things to do are to remind the world of the central role of young people in the Information Society. It’s amazing how often people at the UN and in governments forget that young people have pretty much led the development and use of most of the technologies now in existence. The WSIS Youth Caucus, together with a number of governments has worked extremely hard to ensure that a strong youth paragraph now exists in the Declaration of Principles of the WSIS. This is a very strong paragraph by UN standards. General reinforcement of the above message (perhaps even with a specific endorsement of its content) would be really productive.  In general, it would be very important to highlight the fact that your input does not come in a vacuum, but is part of an effective and sustained input of young people over the last two years in the WSIS process! 
· Seek tangible outcomes: Overall, I would focus more on actions than principles simply from the perspective that the Action Plan is less final than the Declaration. While the Summit’s Declaration and Action Plan are great documents, ultimately the Summit will be judged more by what types of tangible results it produces – i.e. what happens after… Yet, partly because everyone only has so much time, practical outcomes seem to have not been high on anyone’s agenda to organize. Therefore as young people are generally more ‘action’ oriented, it might be a good idea for the Youth Forum to create a “call to action” etc. 
· Identify a couple of specific projects you will carry out, or are already carrying out: Throughout the event, it is inevitable that when you put 300 clever people in a room together, many cool ideas will bubble to the surface. Capture some of these ideas and put them in the document – create a couple of ‘focus projects’ that might be implemented as a result of the Youth Forum. Considering the number of parallel processes, and from past experience with Youth Forums, I would focus less on developing structures (ie. To continue the Youth Forum) and more on substance (specific projects that extend access to technology or use it for the benefit of local/global communities in education, healthcare, environment etc).  Very local projects are just as good as very global projects, and much more realistic to implement. The point might be to highlight the fact that YOU (youth) are making a commitment to be an active part of the realization of the information society. 
· Focus on corporate social responsibility – issue a challenge to the business community. 
The major difference between TELECOM as an event, and WSIS as an event, is that TELECOM is much more business-oriented, while WSIS is much more government- oriented. TELECOM is, after all, an industry event. Therefore, focusing on the ROLE of young people in ICT businesses, and the role of BUSINESS in the information society is potentially the niche to emphasize in your input to WSIS.  So far, the business community has been relatively low-profile at WSIS (a mixture of their own choice, and government domination), but they are obviously a key part of the information society. They generally also understand better the role of youth – as innovators and consumers. You might consider using the platform you have to address issues such as corporate social responsibility and issue a challenge to corporations worldwide to make tangible commitments to youth projects at the Summit in December.

How can TELECOM World Youth Forum Delegates get more/remain involved?
· The Youth Caucus for WSIS has a website at http://www.ycdo.net/wsis/ . Linked from this site is a page called “10 Ways to Get Involved” which details various opportunities.

· Sign up to the WSIS Youth Caucus mailing list by visiting
 http://groups.takingitglobal.org/wsisyouth/ or sending a blank message to:
wsisyouth-subscribe@groups.takingitglobal.org
· Get involved in national level activities (either by joining existing activities in many countries) or starting your own… Details are at http://www.ycdo.net/wsis/national.html

· Attend the Summit in December. If you are interested, please email me for additional information related to registration issues and possible limited fellowships urgently. Also, as you probably have connections to various government ministries you should explore the possibility of being included within your government’s official delegation.
Contacts:

This document was written by Nick Moraitis. His email is nick@takingitglobal.org.  Nick is a 20 year old Australian who has acted as facilitator of youth involvement in the WSIS process since participating in the Youth Caucus at the first preparatory meeting, helping to disseminate information, and coordinate activities. Nick also presented at the Asia Telecom Youth Forum in Hong Kong in Asia 2002. Nick presently works at TakingITGlobal, a global network of youth in Toronto, Canada (www.takingitglobal.org).  He is unfortunately not able to attend the World Telecom Youth Forum this week.

Another key contact is Alex Fielding. Alex is a 21 year old Canadian who is working at the WSIS Executive Secretariat in Geneva on a 6-month placement organized by TakingITGlobal to coordinate youth involvement in the WSIS, especially related to the Summit in December. Right now, he is in Tunis, Tunisia (host of the second WSIS Summit in 2005) for a Youth event in preparation for WSIS organized by the World Federation of Engineering Organizations. Alex will be back in Geneva later this week to act as a resource person for work of the World Telecom Youth Forum around WSIS and is really excited to be able to meet everyone soon! Alex’s email is alex@takingitglobal.org
Some other key contacts with the Youth Caucus include:

Europe – Adrian Pintilie, Secretary General of AEGEE Europe
adrian.pintilie@aegee.org
Asia-Pacific – Robert Sagun, President, Young Volunteers for Sustainable Development

robsagun@asia.com

Latin America – Diogo Andre de Assumpcao, Founder, Intagir
diogo@protagonismojuvenil.org.br

North America – Maja Andjelkovic, Project Consultant, International Institute for Sustainable Development  - mandjelkovic@iisd.ca
Africa – Titilayo Akinsanmi, Co-founder, Paradigm Initiative Nigeria

titiakinsanmi@yahoo.com
* These contacts are not ‘official’ contact points for various regions, but they have played very active roles at a regional level in the WSIS process and will be able to, on a voluntary basis, connect you with relevant groups in your country.
The YCDO Community

The Youth Creating Digital Opportunities Community has been created at YCDO.net to provide a platform for young people interested in ICTs for Development to learn from each other, learn of events and organizations, tap into resources and opportunities, and collaborate around new projects. Visit it today at http://www.ycdo.net. Email: info@ycdo.net
� The Millennium Development Goals were created by world leaders at the Millennium Summit, held in New York in 2000. Otherwise known as MDGs, the Goals set targets to reduce poverty, increase access to education, and promote sustainable development by 2015. The Goals are supposed to be the guiding strategy for all the work of the United Nations and its agencies.


� It didn’t help that the process has lacked involvement from academics, commentators and practitioners who have been at the forefront of debates about the relative significance and potential of ICTs and mostly been left to diplomats and some government bureaucrats in the telecommunications divisions. It was also felt that many issues could be best dealt with at other UN organizations such as WTO, WIPO and UNESCO. 





