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The Internet is the basis for a fundamental transformation in the structures and processes of modern society. It is reshaping the configuration of modern business, refiguring the nature of business to business and business to consumer transactions, and profoundly impacting the patterns of global trade and the distribution of productive enterprise. Equally of course, a similarly fundamental reshaping of the structure and processes of government, including the relationship between governmental institutions and citizens is being precipitated by digital processing and electronic communications. But just as the Internet is impacting on economic and administrative life and behaviour, so is it changing patterns of interpersonal connections and redistributing opportunities
 and creating or reinforcing long standing social and economic divisions.

Too often however, the impact of the Internet from the perspective of Civil Society is only seen in the negative effects resulting from its deployment rather than seeing that as significant an impact results from the realization (or not) or opportunities which the Internet presents for changing inequalities, for enhancing democracy and democratic participation, for providing a means for articulating and enforcing human rights and the rule of law and for re-balancing economic and social opportunities as between and within nations and regions.

The challenge for Civil Society is to identify these opportunities and the means for realizing them. Civil Society must become the motor within global society to ensure that as other social stakeholders such as governments and the private sector are moving forward in finding ways of promoting their development through electronic and digital means, that those less immediately able to realize these benefits because of location, education, age, disability, access to resources and infrastructure are, as a matter of right and of social necessity not left behind in these advances and in the realization of these effective uses.

It is particularly important in a context where the economic and business potential is being emphasized to point out that underlying the economic transformation being brought about by the Internet are a range of social characteristics and complements without which the business potential of the Internet cannot be realized.  In addition it is now becoming clear that among the  fundamental patterns through which the Internet operates in its economic as in its social spheres is through a reliance on social and interpersonal connections and transactions which at there basis are the same types of relationships on which Civil Society rests.
 In the absence of these connections no Civil Society is possible but also in the absence of Civil Society inter-relationships founded on characteristics of trust, community, and a respect for and reliance on one’s peers, no sustaining economic activity is likely to be possible.

It is thus the case that no initiatives concerned with the Economic or business (or governmental) aspects of the Internet can take place in isolation from its social and cultural impact and in this instance an active participation and contribution to these discussions by Civil Society is not a favour granted to Civil Society but rather a necessary element in ensuring a worthwhile and productive outcome for all.
1.3 Enabling ICT in Less Developed Countries

 In addition to its potential for individual empowerment, democracy, and socio-economic development, the internet offers businesses and consumers an enormously expanded marketplace, with new tools for creating, advertising, browsing, communicating, and transacting.  It allows for worldwide retail commerce and instantaneous communication between buyers and sellers.  It removes geographical barriers and reduces the need for intermediaries.  
Much of the attention concerning ICT use in Less Developed Countries (LDC’s) has focused on the issue of “access” that is the availability of the means to physically link to the Internet or to electronically interact via the Internet through some available means for technically facilitating that connection.
  This is clearly an issue in that in the absence of such a means to “connect” no other issues concerning the opportunities (or limitations) presented by Internet based communications or digital processing are feasible. Specifically at the level of physical connection the issues of the availability (and usability) of the means to obtain such access through means that are geographically convenient and within the financial means of even the poorest presents overwhelming arguments for publicly initiated and supported public or community “access facilities”.

At the larger “system” level the balancing and realization of equitable costs of regional and national interconnection i.e. the linkage of local service provision to the global telecommunications network remains a cause of concern for many countries particularly in sub-Saharan Africa.  These issues are being continuously redefined and revivified as the basic global network of interconnectivity expands to respond to the ever-escalating requirement for additional carrying capacity (bandwidth in part driven by increased numbers of users and in part driven by increasingly bandwidth intensive applications and content).
 Thus the current expectation that broadband capacity (+/-5 MPS) as being the minimum acceptable throughput requirement and moreover the standard upon which most of applications are currently being built.

Additionally, discussions concerning the Digital Divide are increasingly recognizing that the DD is in many cases but a symptom or surrogate for a number of other “divides” or rather social discriminants limiting the “accessibility” of Internet based services including levels of literacy and numeracy, location and geography with rural and remote areas being particularly ill-served, education and skill levels, gender and (physical) ability based discrimination or reductions in the opportunity to participate and so on.

The issues from a Civil Society perspective in LDC’s however, go beyond that of simple access or even the multiple determinants of access.  As already noted the world is being transformed by means of ICTs.  Some, particularly (but not exclusively) in Developed Countries are using skill or frequently privileged access to knowledge, capital and an existing advanced technology infrastructure to realize enormous benefits for themselves and their organizations through the use of these technologies.  As well, of course many of these technologies provide benefits to consumers and the range of users from which such corporate or personal returns are being realized.  The challenge in LDC’s is to extend the opportunities that ICTs present to the widest possible range of users and particularly to ensure that an Internet infrastructure while on the one hand overcoming the “Digital Divide”, on the other provides the range of supports required for beneficiaries in LDC’s (and elsewhere) to make the maximum and most extensive “effective uses” of Internet based connectivity as is feasible.

What this means in practical terms is that not only is there the need and the social responsibility for citizens to have ready and equitable “access” to the Internet but they must also have access to the means to use the Internet in productive and meaningful ways as a parallel to the productive and meaningful uses to which the Internet is being put by those in Developed Countries and in the Developed portions of LDCs.
Civil Society also recognizes the exceptional difficulties (and opportunities) which Indigenous Peoples experience in relation to ICTs.
  In many cases IP’s suffer a cascade of difficulties in relation to their participation as equal partners in the Information Society and knowledge economies.  IP’s are disproportionately found in rural and remote areas, their traditional groupings often straddle national boundaries, their traditional geographic locales are often in areas of particular environmental or economic vulnerability, their languages and cultures distinguish them from others in their societies.  In these contexts, ICTs and the Internet often overcome these barriers only with great difficulties and yet it is precisely through the use of ICTs that their social and economic condition can most effectively be alleviated and ICTs provide a means by which they may find a means to participate as equal members in the larger society and realise their aspirations for self-management and self-determination.  Civil Society supports the provision of exceptional support for IPs to realize the opportunity for access and effective use of the ICTs in support of their objectives.

It is one of the central affordances of the Internet that it allows for the distribution of the intelligence and empowerment to the edges of the network.  There thus would appear to be a natural fit between ICTs and local self-management and empowerment and to provide a means for effective participation in broader economic, social and political processes from the grass-roots and particularly to community and through the enabling of the grass-roots and equal partners in institutional decision making. These are directions and processes which Civil Society supports and which we believe should be given due recognition and support in the design and implementation of systems for e-commerce and e-governance.

A notable recent development significantly impacting ICT’s in LDC’s is the dramatic decline in the cost of computing hardware (including the One Laptop per Child pc but also a number of machines that are more directly commercial.
  While this development brings access to personal computing into the income range of a larger number in the Developing world, it also serves to highlight the cost of Internet access in many of these same countries. Disproportionately high access costs (frequently higher than are found in Developed Countries is the result in many cases of managed pricing or lack of competition with respect to national level interconnectivity with national governments giving monopolies or near monopolies to nationally owned or nationally regulated carriers
. Developed countries as part of broader strategies to promote deregulation and development should be encouraged to target these areas both at the national and the global inter-connectivity levels and as well to support the development of additional global capacity as a way of competitively driving down access costs in LDC’s (as elsewhere).

Partially in response to the absence of usable low cost widely distributed Internet access (and partially because the services available are more usable, effective and efficient), many of the services which in Developed Countries have been the preserve of those using digital (computer based) networks, have in LDC’s become transformed into cellular telephone based services.
  Electronic funds transfer, electronic banking, the distribution of information on local markets and so on have now through popular use (and popular innovation) become cellular services.
  These developments should be encouraged and from a development perspectives efforts should be made to integrate the variety of “more structured” development initiatives into an alliance and utilization of the very widespread and very rapidly increasing use of cellular services (including digital and texting services) in LDC’s.

While not generally understood under the rubric of ICTs Community Radio is nevertheless one of the most effective tools available for information dissemination and community involvement. 
 Notably new organizational and technology developments (including linkages with the Internet) have extended the capability of Community Radio.  Developed Countries should as part of their overall development assistance programs be supportive of Community Radio initiatives and should more significantly be lobbying where required, for changes in legislation and regulation at the national level to enable the development of local and community radio stations.

As noted elsewhere, ICTs are transformative in a number of directions including through providing enabling mechanisms for existing socially and emerging beneficial processes.  A prime example of this can be found in the manner in which the very advanced Right to Information Act in India
 has been facilitated in its implementation and enforcement at the local level through a variety of innovative approaches and ICT developments.  A recognition of the opportunities presented by this type of convergence of interests and affordances should underlie Development Assistance programs which too often are reflective of stale and long outdated organizational and technology stove-pipes.
  These have of necessity been swept away in the commercial sector but in the absence of an external stimulus in many cases retain their hold on program planning in Development Assistance programs and in legislation and regulation impacting on economic and social development in LDC’s.
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