





Editorial

From telecoms policy to the information revolution

BETWEEN NOW AND 1 JANUARY 1998, tele-
communications services and infrastruc-
ture are set to be liberalised virtually
across the European Union. The event
crowns a European telecommunications
policy which, since its inception barely
10 years ago, has developed into one of
the largest and most dynamic of the
Union's portfolios, powered by both the
economic importance of the sector and
its key role in ushering in the "informa-
tion society".

The Community telecommunications
policy launched in 1984 numbered
among its objectives the creation of a
single European market for telecommu-
nications, and the development of the
European industry's command of new
technologies by means of R&D pro-
grammes. Those goals remain. The aim
is also to develop advanced telecommu-
nications networks and services
throughout the European Union and
take a common approach to internation-
al trade negotiations.

In 1987, a statutory strand was added
to the Community’s telecommunications
policy with a view to complementing the
liberalisation of the value-added servic-
es and equipment market. The move res-
ponded to the need to strike a balance
between liberalisation and the creation
of a statutory framework providing the
necessary guarantees for proper appli-
cation of competition rules: the rules
and principles on interconnection, net-
work access, implementation of the con-
cept of universal service, and safeguards
for intellectual and industrial property
rights and the right to privacy.

A decisive step forward came in 1992
with the presentation of a report on the
situation in the sector. The paper point-
ed to continuing weaknesses in Europe,
particularly regarding advanced servic-
es, tariffs and the match between sup-
ply and demand. In response to these
obstacles to the European economy's
competitiveness, the Council opted, in
June 1993 and November 1994 respect-
ively, for full liberalisation of services
and infrastructure by January 1998.

Since those landmark decisions, the
pace of progress in telecommunications
policy has been further stepped up.
Thus the Commission has proposed lib-
eralising mobile telecommunications
and alternative infrastructure as of
1 January 1996. It has also submitted a
proposal to the Council setting out the
aims and priorities for the development
of the trans-European telecommunica-
tions networks.

By the end of 1995, the Commission
will have submitted to the Council pro-
posals for all the legislative provisions
required to establish the statutory
framework for telecommunications
mentioned above. Implementation of all
these measures will play an important
part in ensuring the smooth and rapid
development of the information society
in Europe.

The potential of the information soci-
ety is vast, particularly in terms of
markets, the competitiveness of Euro-
pean industry, jobs and other benefits
for both the public and the private sec-
tor. EU strategy in the field is geared to
realising that potential.

While Japanese and American firms
have taken the lead in the manufacture of
electronic components and data process-
ing systems, Europe has a strong and dy-
namic telecoms industry - witness, for ex-
ample, the growing number of alliances,
both in Europe (e.g. Unisource) and on a
global scale (Concert, Phoenix, Uniworld
and STET-IBM).

However, the situation in the content
industry is somewhat more variable. Al-
though some European media and pub-
lishing groups have an international stat-
ure, the audiovisual programme sector
is experiencing difficulties, refiected in
the Union's worsening trade deficit with
the US in this area. This trend must be
reversed, because it touches on the
issue of preserving Europe's cultural
and linguistic identity.

To help bolster the European tele-
communications industry, the Commis-
sion is seeking to encourage private sec-
tor initiative and investment, both by

pursuing liberalisation and establishing
the accompanying statutory framework
and by refocusing existing instruments
(research programmes, the trans-
European networks, the Structural
Funds, etc.) and developing new ones
(the INFO 2000 programme for the multi-
media content industry, for example) on
a bottom-up model based on user needs.
Additionally, the improved market ac-
cess in the Community must be
matched by equivalent accessibility in
third countries markets.

The work of the Commission also
aims to ensure that all potential users,
both professional and private, genuinely
gain by the new services and applica-
tions. Clearly, large companies will be
able to reap maximum benefit from new
technologies, but the same is not neces-
sarily true of small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), public administra-
tions and certain sections of the popula-
tion. Information campaigns and appli-
cation of the concept of universal
service will be a step towards that goal.
Furthermore, a precise assessment of
the social implications of the informa-
tion society for employment, working
practices, education and training will
contribute towards safeguarding the
European social model.

Thus in the space of a decade, tele-
communications policy has acquired a
social and cultural dimension which has
placed it at the heart of progress in Eur
ope and throughout the world. The
foundations are laid.

As I prepare to leave my post at the
Commission, I feel a strong sense of op-
timism. Europe is on the move, faithful
to her heritage and traditional values. I
am confident that my successors, and
economic and political leaders across
Europe, will make optimum use of the
new tools, networks and services now
available in the field of information and
communications to build an enlarged
and "deeper" Europe, capable of holding
her own on the world stage. B

Michel Carpentier DGXIII
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developing countries of Latin America,
but it is as low as two in the townships
and black rural areas, and leaps to 75 in
the white neighbourhoods of Durban -
comparable to levels in the business
districts of Manhattan and Tokyo.

South Africa has the potential to be
the driving force behind regional
cooperation. It has already been
restored to membership of the
International Telecommunications
Union (ITU) and is set to become an
active member of the Pan-African
Telecommunications Union (PATU) and
the Southern African Transport and
Communications Commission (SATCC).
The country’s initiatives at the G7
summit in Brussels are a clear
illustration of the role it could play.

One such initiative was the
announcement of a conference to be
held in 1996 on the information society
and the developing countries, for which
the active support of the Commission
was successfully solicited. Alongside the
Group of Seven and other industrialised
countries, the conference will be
attended by a selection of developing
nations. It is scheduled for the end of
the third quarter of 1996, and ties in with
two important meetings.

The first, European Health
Telematics (18-19 April 1996) is a
seminar financed by the Commission via
DG XIII's telematics programme (aside
from the ECU 125 million earmarked for
the European Programme for
Reconstruction and Development in
South Africa), at which European
research findings will be presented,
along with a showcase of some
15 projects. The South African
government has suggested that the
seminar should illustrate the
Community programme AIM.

The other event, Health Informatics
in Africa (HELINA - 15-17 April 1996), is
billed as a major pan-African conference
on electronic data transmission in the

There are clearly huge disparities between the

developing and tndustrialised world in terms of

communications and technology.

field of health, organised by the South
African Medical Research Council.
Other key meetings are planned.

At the G7 summit in Brussels, Vice-
President Mbeki stressed that the
developing countries are eager to
acquire advanced technologies but
refuse to become mere importers and
consumers on the high-tech market.
This was one of the “five principles” he
set out; the others concerned the key
role of information and communications
technology in reconstruction and
development, the need for a major
initiative in support of Southern Africa,
the imperative of a broad-based
approach, and the vital importance of
involving developing countries in design
and production and in shaping
international cooperation options. The
opening of the G7’s 11 pilot projects to
outside partners is a good start. South
Africa applied to take part in most of
these when the conference opened.

South African officials have indicated
that they are relying on the European
Union to intercede on behalf of their
country with other developing states. In
a letter to Mr Mbeki, Jacques Santer, the
President of the Commission, undertook
to work with the South African
government to achieve the five
principles. At the senior officials’
preparatory meeting in preparation for
the G7 summit in Halifax in May 1995,
the Commission successfully lobbied for
the final resolution to include an official
expression of support for the Southern
African conference on the information
society and developing countries. m

Hégel Goutier, journalist
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working — global business makes
different time-zones meet. It changes the
speed of economic activity — look at
currency trading. It results in a potential
mountain of information, which in
turn changes the way we do our
everyday business.

Much of the infrastructure is in place.
It is commonplace to pick up the phone
and discuss business with China.
It is becoming easier and more
commonplace to exchange computer
messages globally within a few hours,
and with colleagues in an enterprise in
Jjust a few minutes. This infrastructure
is already such an integral part of many
people’s lives that it is becoming
indispensable to them.

Technology will continue to advance
and will continuously improve the
services offered by the infrastructure.
An effort is already being made and will
need to be intensified, to put regulation
into place that is minimal but adequate.
Liberalisation of telecommunications,
proper intellectual property legislation,
standards and other policies to ensure
open access to the network are
key elements.

The key to the success of these
measures will be the degree to which
user acceptance grows. It is the end-
user who will decide, through purchase
and usage, which services are truly
appropriate to his way of working. Ways
of working will also evolve, but the
essential criterion for success will
be that they do so in step with
the infrastructure.

Eastern Europe in transition

The Soviet Union has collapsed, the Iron
Curtain has been removed. The result is
that Eastern European states, as well as
Russia and the new Asian republics, are
exposed to the global economy. This has
advantages, such as the flow between
East and West of investment, products
and ideas. It has challenges for the man
in the street in Warsaw or Budapest, in
that the economic environment is less
protected, requiring a change in the
basic mentality of the population. Many
have taken on this challenge; there is a
flowering entrepreneurial spirit.
Regrettably, law enforcement is
inadequate, so these entrepreneurs
operate all too easily in the criminal or
grey economy.

In the old Eastern Bloc,
infrastructure, in particular
telecommunications, information and
media, was strictly under state control.
Privacy laws as we know them in the

West were not effective. This policy of
control was deliberate and coercive.
The resulting sensitivity of the
population to information and
communication became part of the
social culture.

This could be a benefit now — Eastern
Europeans may well be more streetwise
than westerners on the information
highway.

However, the telecommunications
infrastructure had limitations. Most of
the traffic was for administrations and
state enterprises. Private lines in cities
and towns did exist, but were a luxury
and privilege. Telecommunications in
country areas were very sparse indeed.
Information was a state-controlled
asset. Publishing and media were under
full state control and censorship,
broadcasting was state directed. The
1970s saw the growth of the Soviet
research network, built by the Latvian
Academy of Sciences. The technical
expertise in communications, in
information technology, publishing,
media were good, but held back by
low-quality equipment and facilities.

What has changed ?
Telecommunications are being
upgraded, but this still has a long way
to go. Telephones have priority, so data
transmission has not improved very
much, except where specific investment
has been made by banks or public
administrations. For the scientist in
small enterprises, Internet, the open and
inexpensive way to communicate data
worldwide, seems a better prospect, at
least in the mid-term. It offers easy
access for data transfer and e-mail
services, as well as access to databases.
Can Eastern European infrastructures
“leapfrog” the generations they are
behind, to come up to western speed ?

Some background

The Baltic States comprise Estonia
(capital Tallin), Latvia (capital Riga) and
Lithuania (capital Vilnius). They have
much of their history in common with
other Eastern European States — they
were all part of the Soviet area of
influence, a legacy that they are trying
to shake off. They have some special
characteristics too. Throughout history,
the Baltic States have been a bone of
contention between Germany, Sweden,
Poland and Russia.

From the first centuries after Christ,
the region became strategically
important for the Vikings, providing a
critical link for their main raiding and
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collaboration. There was potential to
build an initial discussion between the
Net operators in the three countries.

Each of the partners has purchased
hardware (usually servers or routers) to
fill gaps. Data services on local
companies have been chosen in each of
the States; databases provided by the
Chamber of Commerce in Estonia, the
Ministry of Education in Latvia and the
Ministry of Economics in Lithuania. A
second service is under preparation in
each State: in Estonia and Lithuania for
banking, in Latvia, the news agency
LETA has been using the Net to
distribute news and articles. All
experiences should converge at the
Baltic Information Infrastructure
Working Conference in Vilnius, a first
major milestone.

The pilot action in Estonia (D is
currently underway, with new routers
installed as planned. Databases have
been assessed for preparation for
Internet accessibility. It is to be hoped
that the ownership of information
and its almost free accessibility
constitute only a temporary obstacle to
this proceeding.

The pilot action in Latvia (2 has
installed hardware to enable
communication with Sweden, giving
Baltic institutions yet another
connection to Western Europe. The
University Institute offers commercial
networking services in addition to
academic Internet services. The LETA
news agency has become an active user
and information service operator.

The pilot action in Lithuania ¢ has
to be seen in the context of the
Lithuania 2000 project. In 1992, the
Lithuanian Government issued a call for
tenders for Lithuania 2000, the
computerisation of public
administrations throughout Lithuania.
Due to a lack of funds, this project has
moved slowly. Company data, provided
by the public authorities’ databases, is
at once part of the administrations’ own
information systems and the source of
information services provided to the
public. Hardware upgrades in Vilnius
and links to Kaunas have been installed.
The state of the company database work
has suffered a setback with changes in
responsibility, but database availability
should be resolved soon.

End user interest has been
awakened, and should be capitalised
upon in the last months of the project.
The greatest interest has come from
sectors that do not habitually deal with
Internet (e.g. the construction industry).

This has the advantage that the driving
force is real, rather than casual interest.
It does mean that additional investment
in assuring accessibility needs to
be undertaken.

A major result of a pilot project is the
experience gained. Details of this
became more broadly known in the
Baltic Information Infrastructure
Working Conference in July 1995.

What happens next?

The Baltic Information Infrastructure
Working Conference is an event at
which the experiences in the three
countries were placed aside one another
and into the context of information
infrastructure developments in the
Baltic. It took place on 4 and 5 July in
Vilnius, with a technical day consisting
of tutorial sessions about the Net and its
commercial use, and a policy day.

Western European participants were
very welcome to attend. It provided an
opportunity to meet the most active
network actors in the region, as well as
decision-makers from ministries of
education, communications and
administration. A more focused idea of
the current state of affairs was
obtainable than at larger Net events.
Future applications pilots were
reviewed and perspectives provided to
build upon this initial action.

Policy in the Baltic States is shifting
towards acceptance of the strategic
importance of information technology
and infrastructure. The Information
Society Forum of Eastern European
Ministers on 23 June 1995, in the context
of G7 Information Society activities, also
helped to place this trend into global
perspective. The Baltic Information
Infrastructure Working Conference
policy day certainly acted as a useful
discussion forum among interested
Baltic parties. m

A.J. Folkmanis DGIIT

The project leaders:

(1) The Department of Communications in the
State Chancellery

(2) The Institute of Mathematics and
Informatics at the University of Latvia

) Infostructura, a state company owned by
the Ministry of Telecommunications and
Informatics.

Policy in the Baltic States
is shifting towards
acceptance of the
strategic importance of
information technology

and infrastructure.
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creation of inventories of digital
information collections which will assist
the creators of multimedia information
services to find the raw material
they need.

Action line 3 — Triggering European
multimedia potential

Multimedia and global competition
constitute major challenges to Europe’s
information industry which is
traditionally used to operating in
national or regional environments and
which needs to develop new ways of
creating, packaging and marketing
information to cope with emerging
trends. INFO2000 will support the
production of high quality European
multimedia content in three strategic
areas: exploitation of Europe’s cultural
heritage, business services for small and
medium-sized companies, and
geographic information. The creation of
multimedia information products often
requires the acquisition of vast numbers
of copyright licences from many authors
and a large variety of collecting
societies. INFO2000 aims to help
establish improved procedures for
trading such rights across Europe,
making this process considerably more
straightforward and more econonic.
Finally, this action line will support the
exchange of best business practice at
European level.

Support actions

The actions will be supported and their
effects enhanced by a number of
programme support actions that will
address horizontal issues relevant to all
action tines, such as analysing
developments in the multimedia market,
spreading the use of technical standards
and encouraging skills development.

Get in gear today - get ahead tomorrow

In terms of enabling technologies and
infrastructure developments, the
information society is already here. The
shift from scribe to screen is starting to
transform how we live, learn and work.
The expanding information
infrastructure will fuel tomorrow’s
demand for high quality, easily
accessible and usable information
services and will increase the
opportunities for knowledge-intensive
employment,

The content sector is playing an
increasingly crucial role. Europe must
exploit its strengths in a consolidated
cffort to develop a market for European

multimedia content. INFO2000 aims to
stimulate the content industry to
become dynamic, enterprising and
conmpetitive. The various actors in the
content sector must act — and act now.
The ultimate goal is to ensure that the
European information highway is
populated with high quality European
vehicles. Europe may not be starting
in pole position in every respect but,
by getting on the learning curve today
and travelling in the fast lane, Europe
can assume its rightful position on
the infobahn. m

Frans R de Bruine, DGXIII/E

Contact:

European Commission

DG XIIVE, Office B4/17

L-2920 Luxembourg

Tel.: +352 4301 32560

Fax: +352 4301 34079

E-mail: j.hoorens@mbhsg.cec.be

The INFO2000 programme proposal is
available on DG XIII's I'M-Europe
WWW server (http://www.echo.lw/).

Content means:

Data, text, sound and images which
are reproduced in analogue or digital
formats and carried by means of a
variety of carriers including paper,
microfilm and magnetic or optical
storage.

The content industry comprises:
Those enterprises which create,
develop, package and distribute
information products and services. It
encompasses:

@ print publishing in its various
forms (newspapers, books,
magazines, corporate publishing)

m electronic publishing (online
databases, videotex and audiotex
services, fax and CD-based services
and videogames)

m audiovisual publishing (television,
video, radio, audio and cinema)
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