WSIS PrepCom3a

From 10-14 November, the Preparatory Committee (PrepCom) for the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) met for a resumed session of PrepCom3 to agree on a final version of the Summit’s Declaration of Principles and Plan of Action to be submitted to Heads of State and Government for adoption when they meet during Phase I of the Summit, being held from 10-12 December in Geneva. Phase II of the Summit will take place in Tunisia in 2005.

The resumed discussions were based on a “non-paper” put forward by PrepCom President Adama Samassekou [http://www.itu.int/wsis/documents/doc_multi.asp?lang=en&id=1031%7C1033]. The difficulty of reaching an agreement was highlighted on the first day when both China and Viet Nam asked for the removal of the reference to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights from the first paragraph of the Declaration. During the five days of negotiations, consensus could not be reached on a number of issues, including financing and the question of the Digital Solidarity Agenda or Fund; security and privacy in the Internet; media rights; human rights; and Internet governance. Switzerland, in its capacity as host country of Phase I, offered to act as a facilitator by holding informal negotiations before the next meeting of the PrepCom, held from 5-6 December 2003. 

During the resumed session, civil society representatives worked in parallel to the governmental negotiations on alternative documents. On 14 November, in a civil society statement [http://www.worldsummit2003.de/en/nav/14.htm], NGOs announced their concern that governments were at the “edge of failure” in reaching consensus on an outcome document, and were rather caught up in the “Realpolitik of traditional diplomacy” instead of elaborating “new visions confronting challenges and realities in the 21st Century.” 

The civil society statement also identified two main problem areas that were impeding progress in the WSIS including imbalances in riches, rights, power and access, as well as a lack of agreement on commitments to basic human rights, especially freedom of expression.

Their statement indicated that CSOs would partially withdraw from the multi-stakeholder process, and would stop providing input into the intergovernmental negotiations. CSOs also stated that they would not endorse the Summit’s outcome documents.  

Civil society groups announced that they would put forward their own vision of the information society during the Summit and released an “Essential Benchmarks” document (click here to get the document) to measure the Summit outcomes. Their joint statement made clear that a document based on the “lowest common denominator” was not acceptable. 

NGOs pointed out that the WSIS process has slowly but constantly been moving from “information” to “society.” Their statement read: “It was started with a technocratic infrastructure-oriented perspective…. We are proud to say that we were crucial in bringing home the idea that in the end, the information society is about people, the communication society is about social processes, and the knowledge society is about society’s values.” 
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