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Introduction

How to build the European Information Society?

I will try to explain this in three steps. First, some reflections on the position of ICT in the Lisbon strategy. Second, my new approach and why I am taking it. Third, some comments about the importance of partnership in achieving our aims. 

The role of ICTs in the Lisbon Strategy

The importance of ICT has been recognised in the Lisbon Strategy since its beginning in 2000. We know that ICT accounts for half of the productivity growth in modern economies. We know that the US performs much better economically because it invests more and more quickly in ICT.  

We know that ICTs are our main way of getting more efficient and higher quality products and services in both the public and private sectors. For example, the 2004 Competitiveness Report estimates that 90% of all future innovation in the automobile sector will be driven by ICT.

Although we all know these facts we cannot repeat them often enough because apparently our colleagues in other policy fields seem to very easily forget them. 

ICT is central to the economy – to growth and jobs – and therefore to the re-launched Lisbon Strategy. 

Let us look at the contribution of ICT to each of the three main areas of the re-launched strategy.

The first Lisbon area 

On the first Lisbon cluster “making Europe more attractive as a place to invest and work”, I will give an example. Most of the growth in advanced economies is happening in services. The Commission proposals on an Internal Market for services are aimed at promoting growth, by providing a clear and predictable basis for Europe to benefit from its enormous potential weight as a single market. 

Along this line, I see the next few years as the crucial moment when digital services will take off worldwide. This will affect both consumer and business services and it will increasingly run on secure, fixed and mobile broadband communication networks. 

These digital services will inevitably transcend borders much more easily than do conventionally traded services. If digital services are delayed in Europe, they will be developed and tested elsewhere. We will lose the opportunity to define these services in a way which meets our standards. We will not capture the new growth and jobs that will come from their development. 

The second Lisbon area

On the second Lisbon cluster “knowledge for innovation and growth.” ICT is the single most important research and technology field for delivering growth. And yet in Europe we don’t invest in it nearly as much as other major economies. We put 20% of our research spend on ICT; the leading OECD countries, our direct competitors put 30%. 

A recent comparison of research investment by the private sector shows that the top area globally for R&D spend is IT hardware. In Europe it is automobiles. Worldwide, private spending ICT R&D represents nearly 60% of the total. In Europe it is 38%.

This pattern of investment reflects Europe’s industrial structure, which is more concentrated in sectors that are mid-range in terms of technology and growth potential. In many cases these are also the industries that are being delocalised the fastest to emerging economies. 

I am currently responsible for 22% of the Framework Programme for Research; it’s the biggest single slice. But over the years, this slice has been whittled down from over 30%, with the addition in each successive framework programme of new research priorities. 

I ask myself the question, are we serious in Europe about growth and jobs when we systematically under invest in the development of the sector that everyone agrees is the one that has the potential to deliver the most to our economic success?

In particular, I wonder if we are not prioritising research into the economy of the past two decades rather than that of the next twenty years; the old economy rather than the new economy!

The third Lisbon area

The third Lisbon cluster is creating more and better jobs. By the way: 6% of the jobs in Europe are in the field of ICT already. ICT is known to be the major contributor to productivity growth the EU and there is proof, in the example of the US, that it could contribute much more than it does today. This is an opportunity gap for us to work on.

In the coming years we will have to develop a new concept of “digital literacy”. The an-alphabetism of tomorrow will not be the inability to use a PC as such. The key competence will be to have the social aptitudes to live and work in a knowledge so-ciety. 

This means an ability to respond to the two defining characteristics of a knowledge society: continuous change and the conversion of information into knowledge. In both cases, ICT will provide the basic tools for knowledge management and open learning.  

i2010

I don’t think I have to go further to persuade you that that ICT is crucial to achieving the Lisbon strategy. But what policies can we pursue to achieve growth, innovation and jobs? 

We are poised to enter a new wave of development, with widespread belief that the next few years will see a major period of growth based high speed fixed and wireless internet services and the convergence of different electronic media and services. My new initiative i2010 (or European Information Society 2010) intends to build on this opportune wave of technological and economic development.

My aim is to make sure that Europe gets the full benefits in terms of prosperity, jobs and growth. I will do this by:

· Promoting a borderless European information space with the aim of establishing an internal market for electronic communications and digital services

· Stimulating innovation through investment in research, the development and deployment in ICT and by encouraging the industrial application of ICT 

· Making the European Information Society as inclusive and accessible as possible.

‘i’ is for an internal market in information services

I have a vision that working together we can create a much more favourable environment for the development of electronic communication and content services. 

First, there is the new possibility of offering Internet, telephone and television on the same infrastructure. I don’t see room for complacency. Lets be frank, several Member States are still behind on encouraging competition in electronic communication services. 

And we are already sliding into catch-up mode on establishing a clear and predictable approach to emerging applications such as Voice over Internet, Radio Spectrum Policies and smart radio tags. This uncertainty deters investors and holds back innovation. 

Second, the general frameworks for the digital services economy (the content and services that make broadband one of the motors of the new economy) also remain unclear and fragmented. We need to adopt a “joined-up” approach to these emerging markets that makes it easy to navigate the patchwork of rules on intellectual property rights, systems for security and trust, electronic payments, liabilities for e-commerce businesses and so on. 

I intend to review this field and to come forward with an action plan. In line with the philosophy of better regulation, I am not seeking to define more regulation. In fact, if we can we might consider eliminating regulation. I am thinking in terms of guidelines and best practices. 

I need your support on these issues. And I need it quickly. The reason is plain. If we want growth and jobs we have to come together and resolve these deficiencies now and not later, when it will be too late and when our competitors will have taken over.

‘i’ is for investment in ICT research and innovation

Digital convergence will transform the electronics industry, e-communications and digital content and services over the coming years. Where will Europe stand? In my view, we should be world-class in the take-up of new informational products and services. How can we do this?

First, we need private-public partnerships to keep Europe in the vanguard of developments. In particular, we should deploy ICT-based services in ways that bring practical benefits to European citizens while raising the pace of innovation in products and services. 

Just as in the internal market for information services, a maze of different approaches to issues such as interoperability and trust & security standards is emerging. We can tackle these issues more efficiently together than alone.

Second, despite having research leadership in some areas, Europe is vulnerable to increased international competition. 

Europe is under-investing in its future. Its investments are one third of those seen in the USA and only two thirds of those in Japan. 

i2010 will look at these issues, in particular we have to look at how to stimulate increases in private investment in ICT research and how to encourage you, the Member States, to invest more in your own future.

Of course, I would also like to see some changes as regards the Community Research Budget as well. Today, I have to turn down half of the top rated applications I receive, simply for lack of available funds. So I will be looking for a substantial increase – a doubling - in the Information Society Technology budget in the next EU Framework Research Programme. 

I am also looking for a more streamlined and efficient research programme. I will seek changes in the Community research programme, to cut red tape and encourage more SME and corporate involvement. Research needs to be more targeted, more strategic and more attractive to industry. 

‘i’ is for inclusion and a better quality of life

We are not undertaking the Lisbon agenda for growth and jobs for its own sake but to have the prosperity needed to sustain our social model and the quality of life of Europeans. 

As you know, ICT is a two way bet in this regard. ICT is a motor of change in public services; lowering costs and raising efficiency. It also makes services better and more accessible to citizens where and when they want them.

ICT will help us in the field of health (being more efficient and less costly) and of social inclusion (facilitating the care of elderly persons and integrating them better into society).

These and many other initiatives will form a specific part of the overall i2010 framework, with a series of measures and stimulation policies in order to make sure that the economic and social development go hand in hand.

Partnership

In the re-launch of the Lisbon process the Commission has tried to select the right objectives. Not too many, just the crucial ones that will make a difference. Because if everything is a priority, nothing is a priority.

The Commission is not re-launching the Lisbon Strategy and I am not proposing the i2010 initiative for our own glory. We are doing it so that Europe gets on track for growth and jobs. This is the responsibility of the key stakeholders. 

Having refocused the Lisbon Strategy, we have insert into it a real sense of ownership. Because, if everybody is responsible, nobody takes responsibility. 

That is why I am calling on you to be active partners in the i2010 initiative. We will be looking for national level strategies that define choices and commitments on the areas we have outlined. We are looking for your co-operation in making the European information space as open and borderless as possible. We are looking for your commitment to raising investment in ICT research by Member States and the private sector. Obviously, we also need your support at the European level to make the ICT programme much stronger than it is today.

Conclusions

We need to be much more ambitious and courageous in taking forward our agenda. We need to communicate better how important the ICT is as a dynamo of change and modernisation. We need to emphasise that we are on the threshold of a new phase of development in the European Information Society, and the great possibilities it brings.

We have also to spell out more clearly the risks of not acting, of simply letting things take their course. We have to inject a sense of urgency and of possibility into our discourse and in our actions. Now ! 
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