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Ladies and Gentlemen

It is both an honour and a privilege to make the key note address on “Global Trends in ICT” at this very important forum.  A few days ago, I have had the opportunity to make a few remarks at the development forum organized b the UN Country Team in The Gambia.  These two forums reaffirm the commitment of both the government and the UN system to the development of ITC in The Gambia as the prerequisite both for sustainable development and globalisation.

In your search for a suitable topic, you could not have made a better choice, “Global Trends in ICT Development”.  This is because the twentieth century has ushered the dawn of a new era in information and communication technology and biotechnology in the direction of human development.  In fact, the twentieth century’s unprecedented gains in advancing human development and eradicating poverty came largely from technological breakthroughs.  It is timely because the Government of The Gambia has just created a Department of State for Technological Development.  The creation of this Department of State could not have been more timely.  Once gain, I would like to applaud the laudable initiative of His Excellency the President for having the vision of creating a technology oriented-nation.

ICT has made significant changes in agriculture, health, education, industry, commerce and in all other areas of human existence.  A single innovation can quickly and significantly change the course of an entire society and multiply the possibilities of what people can do with technology.
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My highlights will focus, among others, on six critical issues

1. TECHNOLOGY AS A TOOL FOR DEVELOPMENT

Although access to technology is often seen as dependent on income, investments in technology can contribute to poverty reduction by making people more productive.  Many technologies are tools of human development that, similar to education, enable people to increase their incomes, live longer, be healthier, enjoy a better standard of living, participate in their communities and lead more creative lives.  Technology is, therefore, a tool for, not just a reward of, economic growth and development.

Many of the 20th century’s unprecedented gains in advancing human development and eradicating poverty came from technological breakthroughs.

· First, in the area of survival and health, medical breakthroughs such as immunizations and antibiotics resulted in faster gains in Latin America and East Asia in the 20th century than Europe achieve through better nutrition and sanitation in the 19th century.  A recent World Bank study showed that technical progress accounted for 40-50% of mortality reductions between 1960 and 1990 – making technology a more important source of gains than higher incomes or higher education levels among women.

· Second, technological progress has played a similar role in accelerating food production and improving nutrition.  The green revolution of plant breeding, fertilizer use, better seeds and water control in the 1960s had dramatic effects on human development.  Increased food production and reduced food prices eliminated most of the malnutrition and chronic famine in Asia, Latin America and the Arab States and contributed to significant declines in income poverty.

· Third, technology has brought rapid gains in employment and economic growth.  The acquisition and adaptation of manufacturing technology, for example, has brought rapid gains in employment and incomes to the Far East countries of Malaysia and Singapore.

This is just the beginning.  There is much more that can be achieved as technologies are developed and adapted to meet the needs of developing countries.

2. THE GAP BETWEEN DEVELOPING AND DEVELOPED COUNTRIES IN TERMS OF TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

Many of the most important technology opportunities for poor people have so far been missed because of lack of market demand and inadequate public funding.  Technology tends to be created in response to the needs of high-income consumers, rather than the needs of those who have little purchasing power.  Research and development is led by global corporations, who have neglected to provide the support needed to develop technology for poor people.  As a result, only 10 percent of global health research focuses on the illnesses that constitute 90 percent of the global disease burden.  For example, in 1998, global spending on health research was US$70 billion, but only US$300 million was dedicated to vaccines for HIV/AIDS and about US$100 million to malaria research.

The diffusion of technology has also been uneven.  Developed countries contain 80% of the world’s Internet users, while Africa has less international bandwidth than the city of Sao Paulo, Brazil.  Even much older technologies have still to reach the world’s poor.  Electricity, which was first developed in 1831, is still not accessible to some two billion people, a third of the world’s population.  Two million people do not have access to low cost essential medicines such as penicillin.  Over half of Africa’s one-year olds have not been immunized against diseases such as polio and measles.  This situation is further exacerbated by inadequate funding for the development and diffusion of technology to the world’s poor.
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3. THE RISKS OF TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

Every technological advance brings potential benefits and risks, some of which are not easy to predict.  The benefits of technologies can be far greater than the creators ever foresaw.  Yet, at the same time, the hidden costs of technologies, or the risks, can be devastating.  These include risks to human health and harm to the environment.  Societies have to respond to these uncertainties by seeking to maximize the benefits and minimize the risks of technological change.  However, doing so is not easy, especially for developing countries, which lack the policies, institutions and resources to manage these risks well.

Some of these risks are the same in every country, for example the potential harm to health from mobile phones.  But other risks vary significantly from country to country, especially environmental-related risks, and have to be assessed on a case by case basis.  The example of European rabbits in Australia offers a warning.  The six rabbits introduced in the 1850s have over the years multiplied to more than 100 million, destroying native fauna and flora and costing local industries $370 million a year.

However, societies and communities, even when they consider all sides, may come to different decisions because of the variety of risks and benefits they face and their capacity to handle them.  This is especially true for genetically modified crops.  According to the UNDP 2001 Human Development Report, current debates in Europe and the United States over genetically modified crops mostly ignore the concerns and needs of the developing world.  Western consumers who do not face food shortages or nutritional deficiencies see few benefits of genetically modified foods – they are more concerned about the potential allergic reactions and other food safety issues.  Yet, undernourished farming communities in developing countries are more likely to focus on the potential benefits of higher yields with greater nutritional value.  For these countries, the benefits of change may outweigh any concerns over health effects.

4.
THE INTERDEPENCENCE BETWEEN TECHNOLOGY AND GLOBALIZATION

Globalisation propels technological progress with the competition and incentives of the global marketplace and the world’s financial and scientific resources.  The global marketplace is technology-based, with technology a major factor in market competition.  These two simultaneous shifts in technology and economics are combining to create a new network age.  These transformations are expanding opportunities and increasing the social and economic rewards of creating and using technology.  They are also altering how – and by whom – technology is created and owned, and how it is made accessible and used.  The new age is giving rise to global networks in many areas, which are becoming an important force in shaping the path and spread of technology.  Developing countries are tapping into these networks in the following ways:

· Scientific research and innovation is becoming increasingly collaborative between institutions and countries.  From 1995-97, scientists in the United States have co-written articles with scientists from 173 other countries, scientists in Brazil with 114 and scientists in Kenya with 81.

· Information and communications technology has created new outsourcing opportunities by enabling services to be provided in one country and delivered in another.  In 1999, over 50% of Malaysia’s exports were high-tech, 44% of Costa Rica’s 28% of Mexico’s and 26% of the Philippines.  India and other places are now using the Internet to provide, among others, data processing and customer services for clients all over the world.

· A global labour market for top technology professionals has resulted in many highly educated people moving abroad, creating a problem of brain drain in their home country, despite having invested heavily in creating an educated labour force.  For example, between October 1999 and February 2000, the US approved 81,000 work visas for skilled professionals, of whom 40% were from India.  The average cost to India of providing a university education to one of these professionals is about US$15,000 – US$20,000.
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5.
NATIONAL POLICIES FOR TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

Today’s technological transformations depend on each country’s ability to unleash the creativity of its people, enabling them to understand and master technology, to innovate and to adapt technology to their own needs and opportunities.  For example, farmers need to master new technologies to remain competitive in global markets, while doctors need to introduce new products and procedures from global advances in medicine.  To nurture such creativity requires flexible, competitive, dynamic economic environments with open markets and competition.  In Sri Lanka, for example, competition among providers of information and communications technology has led to increased investment, increased connectivity and better service.

Even more important, however, is the expansion of human skills.  To bring life to an environment of technological creativity, people need to have technical skills and governments need to invest in the development of those skills.  Technological change demands that every country should make investment in the education and training of its people a high priority.  Primary education is essential as it creates a base of numeracy and literacy that enables people to be more innovative and productive.  This investment should, however, go beyond primary education to secondary and higher education, which is crucial for technology development as it creates highly skilled individuals and, hence, national capacity to innovate, to adapt technology to the country’s needs and to manage the risks of technological change.  The East Asian countries of Hong Kong, Korea, Singapore and Taiwan, have not only invested in basic education, but also emphasised a technology-oriented curriculum at higher levels.  Vocational and on-the-job training also have an important role to play in keeping workers abreast of technology changes.  The government of Korea, for example, established well-equipped vocational training institutes and subsidized in-plant training programmes.  Studies in Colombia, Indonesia, Malaysia and Mexico have shown that such training provides a provides a considerable boost to productivity.

Governments also need to establish broad technology strategies in partnership with other key stakeholders.  Countries such as India, South Africa and Thailand, have successfully initiated consultative exercises involving civil society in areas related to new technological developments with potentially strong social and environmental impacts to help build consensus on a response.

6.
GLOBAL INITIATIVES FOR TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

The technological transformations of today are pushing forward the frontiers of medicine, communications, agriculture, energy and sources of dynamic growth.  Yet, technologies designed for the wants and needs of consumers in countries such as the US or Japan will not necessarily address the needs, conditions and institutional constraints facing consumers and producers in developing countries.  It may be possible to adapt some technologies, but this requires resources.  Other technologies have basically to be reinvented.  What is needed is a global framework for supporting research and development that addresses the common needs of poor people in many countries.   The report suggests that this can be done through, among others, the following global action.

1.
Creative Incentives and New Partnerships – for example, the International AIDS Vaccine Initiative brings together academics, industry, foundations and public researchers through innovative intellectual property rights agreements that enable each partner to pursue its interests while jointly pursuing a vaccine for the HIV/AIDS strain common in Africa.

2.
Dedicated Funds for Research and Development – various private funds have made substantial contributions to research and development targeted at the needs of developing countries.  But these are far from sufficient to meet global needs and at least $10 billion in additional funds could be mobilized from: bilateral donors; developing country governments; international organizations; debt-for-technology swaps; private foundations in developing countries; and industry.

3.
Differential Pricing – part of the battle to establish differential pricing must be won through consumer education to make the citizens of rich countries understand that it is only fair for people in developing countries to pay less for medicines and other critical technology products.  The broader challenge is to agree on ways to segment the global market so that key technology products can be sold at low cost in developing countries without destroying markets and industry incentives in industrial countries.
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The above suggests that we should view technological improvements, not as an end in themselves, but rather as a means of furthering development efforts in areas such as poverty reduction, education, health and governance.  Success stories from around the world show that technology has an important role to play, among others, in:

· Increasing life expectancy

· Reducing malnutrition

· Tackling life-threatening epidemics

· Building high-tech domestic industries that boost exports

· Increasing the demand for education

· Increasing access to communication

However, to be able to fully benefit from the technological revolution, developing countries need:

· Well regulated policies to facilitate innovation and entrepreneurship;

· Adequate funding from public and private sectors for research and development;

· Substantial investment in education to build the necessary human skills in science and technology;

· Strong global and national partnerships at all levels; and

· Networking between and among developed and developing countries.

UNDP will continue to support the Government of The Gambia in its drive to develop ICT.  The UNDP-funded project will continue to assist national institutions to establish Internet connectivity, build local capacity of connected institutions, and enhance public awareness country wide of the benefits of Internet as a tool.  For purposes of sustainability, UNDP will also continue to provide valuable technical support for the operation and maintenance of the Internet Gateway.  My information is that notwithstanding these achievements, there is a lot to be done.  I do hope that your deliberations will address some of these gaps and pave the way for the formulation of an ICT policy.

In conclusion, according to the UNDP Administrator, Mr. Mark Malloch Brown, it is now time to put to rest the debate on whether new technologies are a luxury or a necessity for the poor, and take up the challenge to work together to identify and accelerate the real benefits of technological advances while carefully managing the risks that inevitably accompany change.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Government, in collaboration with UNDP, for organizing this forum and the participants for turning up in large numbers.

Thank you.
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