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FOCUS

The Revolutionary Promise of Digital I'T

WO major regions of the

world — one consisting of

some of the richest coun-
tries and the other with some of
the poorest — pin their hope for
economic recovery and progress
on the digital information
technology.

Leaders of the European
Unfon, according to a commu-
niqué issued on 24 March at the
end of a Summit of the Euro-
pean Union leaders in Lisbon,
vowed to turn Europe into-a
"strong and dynamic knowl-
edge-based economy” in a bid to
surpass the United States in the
Internet age. Dubbed as the
*dot-com” summit because of
its focus on the “new economy”
based on information technol-
ogy. the meeting was chaired by
Prime Minister Antonio Guter-
res of Portugal, whose country
currently holds the rotating
Presidency of the European
Unilon.

The Lisbon communiqué
underscored the need for “social
systems able to provide beyond
thelr intrinsic value, the stable
framework required for manag-
ing the structural changes in-
volved in moving toward a
knowledge-based society.” Spe-
cific targets adopted by the
heads of government of Europe
included, among others, con-
necting every school to the in-
ternet, cutting the cost of Inter-
net access, speeding up legisla-
tion for e-commerce, and draw-
ing up plans for reforming and
adding appropriate regulations
for the "new economy.

Prime Minister Guterres was
of the view that, "This Lisbon
Strategy is going to bring about
a revolution In the way we
work... This is a turning point.”
Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder
of Germany was equally enthu-
siastic. "It shows we are pre-
pared to move away [rom the
old industrial society toward a
new, high technology and
communication-based one.,” he
said. British Prime Minister
Tony Blair saw the summit
meeting as having “developed a
different set of directions for
EU economic policy.”

During the same week as Eu-
ropean leaders were charting
the information age future, del-
egates from 46 countries of
Latin America at the annual
meetings of the Inter-America
Development Bank were treated
to a vision of the Internet-based
future for their region. Several
Projects were presented to
demonstrate how the internet
can make a difference in the
lives of peasant farmers. One
project showed how
Guatemalan peasant women
marketed their hand-woven

For Bangladesh, a country dependent essentially on its human
resources for improving its lot and offering its people life with basic
human dignity, the confluence of the digital technology revolution
and economic globalization opens up unprecedented opportunities

... Is Bangladesh doing all it can to seize the opportunities”

cloth through e-commerce. In
another, people in small towns
were shown to gain access to the
Internet through computer cab-
ins set up around Penui.

President Miguel Angel Ro-
driguez of Costa Rica, speaking
to the meeting by video-confer-
ence facility, said that his coun-
try aimed toward “a society that
is based on technology and a
government that is based on
technology.”

The message of Enrique Igle-
sias, President of the Inter-
American Development Bank, a

sister institution of the World |

Bank, to the conference was
that the Internet can make a
difference and help create new
growth in Latin America. To
pull one-third of the people in
Latin America out of abject
poverty, a much higher and sus-
tained level of economic growth
will be needed than the three to
four per cent rate expected in
2000 and an even lower rate in
the past. Effective use of the new
technology could be the answer,
according to Mr. Iglesias.

It has not escaped the partic-
ipants at the Latin American
meeting that Europe and Latin
America do not start from the
same base-line of economic,
technological and institutional
development. Electronic com-
‘merce may spark off a faster
economic growth in Europe just
as Information technology in
general has created an unprece-
dented decade-long economic
boom in the United States and
has produced huge national
budget surplus, with no end in
sight of the expansionary phase
of the business cycle. Some ex-
perts believe that a sustained
economic productivity growth
that has been achieved through
the application of the digital
technology implies the end of
business cycle as we know it,
characterized by periods of ex-
pansion and recession.

Latin America has to over-
come several challenges before
it can benefit fully from the new
economy of the Internet. Most
critical of these challenges are
convincing and changing the
mind-set of political leaders
and policy makers regardin
the potential of the digita
technology, improving the
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telecommunication infrastruc-
ture — the backbone of the new
information technology and
developing ways of applying the
new technology In aiding
growth and wealth creation
that is shared widely by the
people,

he globalized market has
opened the possibilities for In-
vestment and technology shar-
ing that will be required for in-
troduction and use of digital
technology In the developing
countries. However, as Mr. Igle-
slas noted, private sector in-
vestors are Interested mainly in
big markets like Mexico and
Brazil. “So the role of the [Inter-
American Development| bank
will be to help finance
telecommunications and New
Economy Infrastructures for
the smaller nations,” Mr. Igle-
sias asserted.

Equally important will be
the role of the government of
the smaller nations in prepar-
ing the ground, taking neces-
sary policy and regulatory deci-
sions, giving priority to the
necessary infrastructure, build-
ing and facilitating private in-
vestment, and promoting pub-
lic-private partnership.

Also a critical responsibility
of the government is to develop,

resent and share with the pub-
ic the vision of the future that
can be created for the benefit of
all. The Government has to win
the support or at least prevent
active resistance of those who
are against change. The Presi-
dent of Costa Rica, as he spoke
about the promise of the new
technology, remained confined
in a building, besieged by gov-
ernment workers demonstrat-
ing against legislation that
would end the government
monopoly in telecommunica-
tion and the power sectors. This
is symbolic of the obstacles de-
veloping countries face — and
not an unfamiliar scene in
Bangladesh.

For Bangladesh, a country
dependent essentially on its
human resources for improving
its lot and offering its people
life with basic human dignity,
the confluence of the digital
lechnulqu revolution and eco-
nomic globalization opens up
unprecedented opportunities.

Some of the possibilities of
creating employment and in-
come and boosting forelgn ex-
change earnings are well-
known from the experience ol
other developing countries in-
cluding neighbouring India:
contracts for data processing
and data management for
multi-national mammoths
such as insurance companies,
health systems, and airlines
with huge on-going data pro-
cessing needs; export of tallor-
made software and application
development, the demand for
which is sky-rocketing; and ex-
port of skilled personnel with
IT competencies for whom a
massive shortage is projected.
India’s earning from IT-related

expert was S4 billion in 1998
and is projected by the govern-
ment to rise to 885 billion by
2008.

New possibilities that will
arise if the right steps are taken
now include:

a) Staking a claim in
the burgeoning global e-com-
merce on-line world-wide
commercial transaction be-
tween consumer and business
and between business — the
fastest growing sector in the
world economy;

b) Prospect of dramatic
improvement in the quality of
education by expanding the
availability of learning mate-
rials for students and teachers
through web-based learning re-
source centres. Michael Saylor,
owner of the Microstrategy
Corporation, has pledged 100
million dollars to create a vir-
tual campus in order to offer a
“ivy league college education”
free to anyone ready to take ad-
vanta%;f of it. There is no reason
why Bangladesh universities
cannot make use of this gift to
complement their lectures and
course materials;

c) Most importantly,
the new technologies offer a
fighting chance for Bangladesh
to be in the arena of the global
market, to make a credible ef-
fort to halt and reverse the
widening gap in income and
quality of life with developed
countries and to make a place
for itself on the right side of the
looming digital divide.

Is Bangladesh doing all it
can to seize the opportunities?
Some Important steps have
been taken Including duty-free
import of computer hardware
and software, Fr.-rmltting com-
petitive entry of the private sec-
tor into cellular phone service;
and contract (although much
delayed) for links to under-sea

lobal fibre-optic-trunk lines.
he private sector, especlally
the NGOs have made an exem-
plary contribution as internet
service providers and by initi-
ating IT training opportunities,

Other important policy mea-
sures that need attention in-
clude:

*. Rapid Improvement of
telecommunication infrastruc-
ture, opening it to private sector
competition; ensuring that
telephones are efficient, reli-
able, and avallable on demand
at a reasonable cost; and elimi-
nating the interface problem
between wireless and wired
networks.

* Expanding broadband ac-
cess for fast and large-scale
data, audio and video transmis-
sion.

* Encouraging IT I[ailll!llF
and skill development with
measures for self-regulation
and self-accreditation by
providers to safeguard con-
sumer interest,

« Making internet service
cheap and widely available as a
public good for education and
public information; university
students and teachers at all lev-
els should have internet access
on a priority basis.

« Promoting public-private
partnership for developing
Bangla language internet capa-
bilities and Bangla education
and information content. A
systematic effort is needed to
develop a network of educa-
tional content providers for
Bangla language internet ser-
vice.

« Developing a legislative
and regulatory framework for
within country and interna-
tional e-commerce for quality
control, consumer protection
and dispute settlement — if
Bangladesh expects to take part
in the global e-commerce race.

Digital technology is not the
God-sent solution to all of the
ills of Bangladesh. But it is a
new and promising tool for
tackling some of the major in-
tractable problems.

The above are personal

comments by the u;riter.‘u*hu is
Director of the UNICEF Office

Jor Japan.

Safe and Smart: Research and Guidelines for

HE Internet poses a singu-

lar challenge for public

school leaders and par-
ents. Many public opinion sur-
veys confirm that Americans
expect school leaders to focus
on two top priorities: keeping
children safe and increasing
student achievement. At a time
when Internet usage among
children and adults is rising
dramatically, however, these
priorities sometimes may seem
contradictory. Is it possible for
schools to protect students from
inappropriate content without
denying them access to engag-
ing and valuable educational
content? Can adults craft ap-
proaches that strike a balance
between safe and smart Internet
usage by children? These ques-
tions are at the crux of the
dilemma we face with increas-
ing frequency and urgency.

Until now, this dilemma has
been complicated by dearth of
credible information. There
was a lack of d data about
where children access the In-
ternet, what they do once
they're connected, what kinds
of sites they visit, and how
much adult supervision and
guidance they receive, among
many other basic issues. Nor
did we know much about par-
ents’ perceptions of and expec-
tations for their children's In-
ternet usage. Without sound re-
search, there is a tendency to
react to the headlines and hype
of the moment — and that tack
may not result in wise school
policymaking and parental
oversight.

Against this backdrop. the
National School Boards Foun-
dation worked with Grunwald
Assoclates, a leading market
research and consulting firm

Children's Use of the Internet

A national survey of more than 1700 American households reveals that both
children and parents view Internet use as a "positive new force in children's

L

lives.'

The study results were released March 28 in a Washington news

conference by the co-sponsors, the National School Boards Foundation, the
Children's Television Workshop and the Microsoft Corporation.

The National School Boards Foundation says this study is the first to provide
credible information about family Internet use, habits and views. Following is
the text of the study's executive summary:

specializing in technology, to
develop an unprecedented na-
tional survey of parents and
children. The Dieringer Re-
search Group conducted the
survey and tabulated the data.
With generous support from the
Children's Television Work-
shop and Microsoft Corpora-
tion, we surveyed a signifi-
cantly large random sample of
1.735 households nationwide to
learn about children's Internet
usage. In telephone interviews,

we asked parents of children
aged two to 17 a number of ques-
tions about the role the Internet
plays in their children's lives.
We also asked children them-
selves, aged nine to 17, from the
same households. for a reality

check on the role of the Internet
their own lives.

Key Findings: The
Benefits of the Internet

The bottom line: Most par-
ents and children alike seem to
view the Internet as a positive
new force in children's lives.
Despite recent negative head-
lilne isolation. violence,

pornography, predators and
commercialism, parents and

children generally are upbeat
and favorable about their cwn
Internet experiences. Parents,
in fact, are more positive on
this issue than children. They
believe the Internet is a power-
ful tool for learning and com-
municating within families.
And, as parents' answers sug-
gest, the Internet can be an
equally powerful tool for
schools that want to increase
public engagement and family
involvement-and to help bridge
the digital divide between stu-
dents who have computers and
Internet access at home and
those who do not.

In almost half (49 per cent)
of households surveyed, at least
one child uses the Internet. By
the time they are teenagers,
nearly three out of four children
are online. Teenagers who use
the Internet are more likely to
log on at school. Younger chil-
dren who are online are more
likely to lug on at home than at
sthool -

Parents and children told us:

I. The main reason families
buy computers and connect
their children to the Internet at
home is for education. The most

common reason parents cite for
buying home computers is chil-
dren's education. Education is
also the single-most common
motivation parents cite for
their children to use the Inter-
net form home. Moreover, edu-
cation-related use of the Inter-
net goes beyond learning activi-
ties for required schoolwork.
Children also go online for
learning activities that are not
connected directly with school.
Many parents whose young
children use the Internet at
school believe the Internet has
improved their child's attitude
toward school.

2. The Internet does not dis-
rupt children's everyday habits
and typical, healthy activities.
In fact, once they start using the
Internet, many children spend
less time watching television;
increased time reading newspa-
pers, magazines and books; in-
creased time playing outdoors;
and Incrram-ri time doing arts
and crafts. The findings present
a plcture ol American children
whose involvement in a variety
of activities continues and even
increases-even as their Internet
usage is rising.
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3. Contrary to conventional
wisdom, the Internet does not
appear to isolate children from
their families, peers or commu-
nities. Instead, the Internet is a
powerful communication tool
that connects children (and
arents) to others-and could
yolster the home-school con-
nection. Children (and parents)
use e-mail, chat rooms and in-
stant messaging, for example,
to connect with other people,
not avoid them. Parents, in-
cluding low-income parents,
would like to be able to commu-
nicate with their children's
teachers as well — and that
would be a powerful way for
schools to increase parental in-
volvement.

4. Girls use the Internet as
much as boys but in different
ways. In fact, the Internet may
be one of the few public places
where girls are equally as in-
volved as boys. The findings in-
dicate that girls are comfort-
able and competent on the In-
ternet. Girls use the Internet for
education, schoolwork, e-mail
and chat rooms. Boys are likely
to use the Internet for enter-
tainment and games. Overall,
there is no statistical difference
in the proportion of girls and
boys who use the Internet.
Clearly, this encouraging news
debunks any remaining stereo-
types about technology-phobic
girls when it comes to the In-
ternet.

5. Schools have the opportu-
nity to help narrow the gap be-
tween the haves and have-nots.
Already, schools are providing
significant Internet access for
students who otherwise would
have none. In addition, low-in-
come families have a strong be-
lief in the Internet as a vehicle
for their children's advance-
ment. Internet use seems to
have a strong effect on the
school attitudes of low-income
children, children from lnrf,{'
families and children in single-
parent households. In addition,
there are no differences between
children of wvarious ethnic
groups.

6. Parents trust their chil-
cren's use of the Internet; how-
ever, they do have some con-
cerns. Despite these concerns —
and some gaps between parents’
and children's perspectives of
Internet Use — parents gener-
ally believe that the Internet is
a sale place for their children.
Most parents use a common-
sense, balanced approach to
overseeing their children's use
of the Internet. They monitor
the sites their children visit,
lHimit the time their children
spend online and set usage rules
simlilar to those they set for
television viewing, There are
ﬁupu between parents’ and chil-
dren’'s perceptions about the
amount of time children spend
online, the amount of supervi-
slon children get and their re-
spective attitudes about Inter-
net use. But even with these
japs, parents — and their chil-
dren - belleve that parents
have a good deal of awareness
about their children's Internet
use at home.
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Women in Bangladesh usually fall victim to acid attack, trafficking, rape,
unauthorised lashing, dowry, sexual assaults and kidnapping. According to
figures released by police, Institute of Democratic Rights (IDR) and
Bangladesh Mohila Ainjibi Samity repression on women and children
rose four times between 1995 and August 1999.

Kidnap 1172 persons
Prostitution 744 persons

Dowry 857 persons

R@igious Edict 1960 persons

-
.

Statistics revealed that 560 women fell prey to acid attacks between 1995 and 1999, while 7289
to rape, 3092 to physical assault, 1172 to kidnapping, 744 to prostitution, 957 to dowry related
repression and 1960 1o religious edict. In 1999, some 95 women were disfigured in attacks,
while 461 raped, 20 lashed, 217 assaulted, 65 tortured for dowry and 261 abducted.
Advocate Elena Khan of Bangladesh Manobadhiker Bastabayan Sangstha said in such cases
the victims and even their guardians don't like to file cases for shame, hazards of dealing
with the cases and trial costs. "And lack of witnesses is the other reason for which victims
prefer to avoid going to courts,"” she said.

The Bangladesh Parliament on January 30 amended the 1995 Woman and Child
Repression Prevention Act to make it more stringent on stopping violence againsl
women and children The main features of the law are: Capital punishment. speedy
Investigation and tnal of cases will be held in tribunal and all crimes under the
ambit of the law are non-bailable, the tribunal will complete the trial within 180
days, the government can form more than one tribunal and rapists will pay for the
upkeep of a child born as a consequence of rape.

Pressing Challenges and

Priorities to Consider

Key Proposals of the Millennium Report of the UN
Secretary-General Kofi Annan

In his Millennium Report, the Secretary-General identifies pressing
challenges faced by the world's peoples and proposes a number of
priorities for Member States to consider at the Millennium Summit.

outlined for consideration by Heads of State.

The Secretary-General has
announced four new initiatives
in the report:

A volunteer crops, called the
United Nations
Technology Service (UNITeS"),
to train groups in developing
countries in the uses and oppor-
tunities of the Internet and in-
formation technology.

A Health InterNetwork, to
establish 10,000 on-line sites in
hospitals and clinics in devel-
oping countries to provide ac-
cess to up-to-date medical in-
formation. This initiative is
supported by the WebMD Foun-
dation, WHO, the United Na-
tions Foundation and other
partners.

A disaster response initia-
tive, "First on the Ground”,
which will provide mobile and
satellite telephones as well as
microwave links for humani-
tarian relief workers in areas
affected by natural disasters
and emergencies. This project
will be led by the communica-
tions company L M Ericcson,
with United Nations partners
and the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross.

A global policy network to
explore viable new approaches
to the problem of youth em-
ployment. This high-level
group, to be convened jointly
with the heads of the World
Bank and the ILO, and to in-
clude private sector and civil
society leaders, will make rec-
ommendations to Governments
within a year.

Freedom from Want':
The Development
Agenda

Heads of State or Govern-
ment are urged to take action in
the following areas:

Poverty: To have, by 2015,
the proportion of the world's
people (currently 22 per cent)
whose income is less than one
dollar a day.

Water: To halve, by 2015, the
Irmpm'linu of people who do not
1ave access to safe drinking wa-
ter (currently 20 per cent).

Education: To narrow the
gender gap in primary and sec-
ondary education by 2005; and
to ensure that, by 2015, all chil-

dren complete a full course of

primary education
HIV/AIDS: To halt, and be-

in to reverse, the spread ol
1IV/AIDS by 2015 by:

* adopting as an explicit goal
the reduction of HIV infec-
tion rates In persons 15 to 24
years of age — by 25 per cent
within the most affected
countries before the vyear
2005, and by 25 per cent
.globally before 2010.

* setting explicit prevention
targets: by 2005 at least 90
percent, and by 2010 at least
95 percent, of yvoung men and
women must have access to
the HIV-preventive informa-
tion and services

* urging every serlously af-
lected country to have a na-
tional plan of action in place
within one year of the
Suminit.

Clearing the Slums: to en-
dorse and act upon the "Cities
Without Slums" plan launched
by the World Bank and United
Nations to improve the lives of
100 million slum dwellers by

2020.

Youth Employment: (o de-

lx'clnlj strategies to reduce job-

Information

lessness among youth.

Building Digital Bridges: to
review their policies in order to
remove regulatory and pricing
impediment. to.Internet access,
(o make sure people are not de-
nied ‘the opportunities offered
by the digital revolution

Private Sector: to develop
strong partnerships with the
private sector, at both national
and international levels, to
combat poverty in all its as-
pects

Developed countries in par-
ticular are urged:

Trade Access: to grant free
access to their markets for
goods produced in poor coun-
tries — and, as a first step, to be
prepared to adopt a policy of
duty-free and quota-free access
for essentially all exports from
the least-developed countries at
the UN Conference on the Least
Developed Countries in March
2001

Debt Relief: to implement
the expansion of the debt relief
programme for Heavily In-
debted Poor Countries agreed
last year without further delay,

and to be prepared to cancel all
official debts of the heavily in-
debted poor countries, in return
for those countries making
demonstrable commitments to
poverty reduction.

ODA: to grant more generous
development assistance, par-
ticularly to those countries that
are genuinely applying their re-
sources to poverty reduction

HIV/AIDS: To work with the
pharmaceutical industry and
other partners to develop an ef-
fective and affordable vaccine
against HIV; and to make HIV-
related drugs more widély ac-
cessible in developing coun-
iries

Africa: to make special pro-
vision for the needs of Africa,
and to fully support Africans in
their struggle to overcome the
continent’'s problems. Specifi-
cally, experts and foundations
are urged to tackle the problem
of low agricultural productivity
in Africa

'Freedom from Fear':
The Security Agenda

Heads of State or Govern-
ment are urged:

International Law: To
strengthen respect for interna-
tional law, and in particular
the agreed provisions of treaties
on the control of armaments
and of international humani-
tarlan and human rights law.
Special facilities will be pro-
vided at the Millennium Sum-
mit for Heads of State or Gov-
ernment to add their signatures
to any treaty or convention of
which the Secretary-General is
the depository.

Peace Operations: To
strengthen the capacity of the
United Nations to conduct peace
operations. The Secretary-Gen-
eral has established a high-
level panel to review all aspects
of peace operations and suggest
ways forward; the panel's report
is expected to be completed in
time for consideration by the
Millennium Assembly.

Targeting Sanctions: To
agree on measures to make eco-
nomic sanctions adopted by the
Security Council impact less
harshly on Innocent popula-
tions, and more effective in
bringing pressure to bear on
target reghmes.

. He also recommends several immediate steps that can be taken at
the Summit itself. Outlined below are

proposing, followed by targets and recommendations

the new initiatives he is

he has

Small Arms: To curb the {l-

legal traffic in small arms, no-
tably by
* Creating greater trans-

parency i arnmns transfers
Supporting regional disar-
mament measures, such as
the Moratorium on the im-
porting, exporting and
manufacturing of light
weapons in West Africa

* Extending to other areas —
especially post-conflict situ-

ations — the “"weapons for
goods™ programmes that
nave worked well IiIn

Mozambique, Panama, El
S>alvador and Albania

Nuclear Weapons: To exam-
ine the possibility of convening
a major international confer-
ence to identify ways of elimi-
nating nuclear dangers

A Sustainable Future:
The Environmental
Agenda

Heads of State or Govern-
ment are urged to adopt a new
ethic of conservation and stew-
ardship: and, as first steps

Climate Change: To adopt
and ratify the Kyoto Protocol,
so that it can enter into force by
2002, and to ensure that its
goals are met, as a step towards
reducing emission of green-
house gases

Green Accounting: To con-
sider incorporating the United
Nations system ol "green ac-
counting” into their own na-
tional accounts, in order to in-
tegrate environmental issues
into mainstream economic pol-
icy

Ecosystem Assessment: To
provide financial support for,
and become actively engaged in,
the Millennium Ecosystem As-
sessment, a major interna-
tional collaborative eflort to
map the health of the planet

Earth Summit+10: To pre-
pare the ground for the adop-
tion of concrete and meaningtul
actions by the world's leaders at
the ten-year follow-up to the
Earth Summit in 2002.

Renewing the United

Nations
To make the United Nations
a more eflecuve instrument in

the hands of the world's peoples,

Heads of State or Govermment

are urged:

« To reform the Security
Council, in a way that both
enables it to carry out its re-
sponsibilities more effec-
tively and gives it greater le-
gitimacy in the eyes of all
the world's peoples.

* To ensure that the Organi-
zation Is given the necessary
resources to carry out (s
mandates

* To ensure that the Secre-
tariat makes best use of
those resources in the inter-
ests of all Member States, by
allowing it to adopt the best
management practices and
technologies available, and
to concentrate on those
tasks that reflect the current
priorities of Member States.

« To give full opportunities to

non-governmental organiza-

tions and other non-state ac-

tors to make their indis-

g'nsable contribution to the
I

ganization's work.
~ UNIC, Dhaka




