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It gives me great pleasure to welcome you here today.  And I am delighted to open this
conference.

By sharing our experiences and skills and strengthening the networks between the ICT-D staff at
UNDP and the ICT4D people at IDRC, we build alliances, understanding and shared approaches
that help accelerate our collaborations and partnering.  We are happy to work with UNDP in
hosting these global ICT discussions.  

IDRC has been working to understand how ICTs can transform lives, in particular, lives of poor
people in developing countries.  The IDRC Act, formulated in 1970, makes explicit reference to
the use of information and networks to promote development.   Our expression of that in the
1970s and 80s was through the lens of information sciences and systems, libraries, and software
development that supported organizing and distributing information.  

That changed in the 1990s when we launched our first explicitly ICT programming, first with
PAN Asia in 1994 and then with Acacia in Sub-Saharan Africa in 1996.  By today’s standard, in
this digital era of accelerated time, that was a very long time ago.  Much water has flowed under
the digital bridge since then.  

1994 is just a decade ago, before the expression “digital divide” had ever been used.  The Internet
was just becoming available to non-university subscribers. PDAs hadn’t been invented and cell
phones were big, clunky, luxury devices.  It would be six years until our Japanese colleagues
created the G8 Digital Opportunities Task Force or DotForce.  
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And now, while the technology sector in North America and Europe is sagging, something very
different is happening in Africa, Asia, and the Americas.  There is a very real information
revolution occurring in the developing world.  Not everyone notices it yet.  And it does look and
feel different from what it did in the North.  But a revolution and transformation in the social and
economic prospects for the developing world is already well underway.  

In Senegal, farmers learn about daily market prices from women in the Dakar markets using cell
phones.  They increase their incomes, expand their markets, and a new information service and a 
company, Manobi, is born.  Nothing like this has ever happened in the North.  We have five
generations of wires that have to be amortized and our vision for the wireless world is clouded by
them.  But not in Africa!  The African information revolution is a wireless one.  And Africans
can have the advantage of developing the tools, services, and enterprises of a wireless economy,
unfettered by twisted pair and coaxial cables.

South Africa has become a technology engine — or what some of my colleagues refer to as a
“technolopole”.   In 1996, could any of us ever have imagined that a successful Internet
millionaire, Mark Shuttleworth, would use his resources to travel into space as an astronaut?  

In Indonesia, Dr. Onno Purbo, a sabbaticant with IDRC this year, is a one-person “liberation
technologist.”  As you will hear from him later this morning, he is democratizing access to ICTs
and the Internet through WiFi technologies, very similar to the ones that you are using here on
the 14th  floor today.  More and more people are able to use the Internet at affordable prices in the
major cities in this fourth most populous country in the world.  With South Korea, Taiwan, 
Japan, and China as technology engines, and Malaysia and Thailand close behind, Asia will be
the home of the next great Information Revolution.  The work of people like Pak Onno in
Indonesia will help ensure that many, many more Asians contribute to and benefit from the next
great wave of digital innovation.

I have just returned from a meeting of our Hemispheric Advisory Board for IDRC’s Institute for
Connectivity in the Americas in Rio de Janeiro.  I’m told that, ten years ago in the Americas, it
took nine months to have your telephone connected — unless, of course, you were willing to pay
$5,000 or so to have it by the following day!  Now, Brazil has an oversupply of telecoms and is
developing solutions to use its relative overcapacity to build new markets and awarness within
the poorest sectors of the society.  As an example, the broadband capability of the Federal
University of Rio de Janeiro is being used to create “E-Link Favelas”. By simple line-of-sight
antennae, high speed Internet access is now being brought to the poorest of the poor in the
favelas of Rio de Janeiro.  Ten years ago, a telephone line was a luxury service that very few
could afford.

At IDRC, we are very interested to share our experiences in ICTs for Development as well as to
listen to the experiences of others.  We are especially interested to learn much more about
UNDP’s work in Eastern and Central Asia, in North Africa, and in the Middle East — places
where our ICTs for Development work is either in its infancy, as in the case of North Africa, or
not currently active.  
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Our ICTs for Development partnerships with United Nations institutions are many.  In Africa, we
are partnering with the Economic Commission for Africa in the development and implementation
of our newest program, Connectivity Africa.  Karima Bounemra is here with us today and she is
leading UN ECA’s participation in this.  We have collaborated with ECA on many initiatives,
including SCAN-ICT.

In the Americas, we are working with the Economic Commission for Latin America to develop a
training and capacity development approach to building the statistical measures and skills in the
region to measure, track, and communicate changes in the connectivity circumstances of the
hemisphere.  Ben Petrazzini from the Institute for Connectivity in the Americas is principally
responsible for developing this partnership.  Ben is also here today and will be speaking to you
later in the conference.

In Asia, we have a very well developed collaboration with UNDP’s Asia Pacific Development
Information Program, or APDIP.  APDIP is our partner in the PAN Asia ICT R&D Small Grants
competition, along with the Asia Pacific Network Internet Centre.  We also collaborate with
APDIP in the publishing of the Asian Digital Review and are working with APDIP to establish
an Asian Open Source Network in Malaysia.  In many respects, the partnership we have with
UNDP in Asia represents the model that we would be interested to explore in other regions. 
Shahid Akhtar, a former IDRC staffer and now the Director of APDIP, is also with us today.

In this room, the collective wisdom, knowledge, and capacity relating to Information and
Communications Technologies and their role in the development is remarkable.  You all live and
breathe ICTs as your professional preoccupations.  And you bear a tremendous new
responsibility.

As more and more people and organizations come to consider ICTs for Development because of
initiatives such as the UN ICT Task Force and the World Summit on the Information Society,
your knowledge, experience, and wisdom will be in even greater demand.   IDRC is taking the
World Summit on the Information Society seriously.  We have attended the two PrepCons and
have participated in several of the regional prepcons as well.  We will be in Geneva in December
and intend to be in Tunisia in 2005.   We will also be developing our first-ever ICT staff presence
in North Africa in anticipation of the 2005 Summit in Tunisia.  

At IDRC, we look at the next two and a half years of ICT for Development programming as what
the adult educators would call a very “teachable moment”.  As world attention is focused on
ICTs by the World Summit, this represents a very special opportunity to disseminate and diffuse
the approaches we know from research and experience work best.  

Again, let me welcome you to Ottawa and to IDRC.  I wish you successful deliberations over the
next three days.  Thank you.


