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Information Society-Driver of Social

and Economic Development

“ Information Society ”? Hardly ever did a short
phrase contain so many complex questions and policy
challenges. What issues are we talking about when dis-
cussing information society? Which markets? Which
technologies? Which applications? Which new forms of
behaviour and of social interaction? Which new opportu-
pities when gaining information for education and enter-
tainment? Which great challenges when learning how to
navigate this flood of information wisely and staying on
top of it as opposed to drowning in it?

New developments like user-generated content and
networking platforms that we have come to know as Web
2.0, have proved to be efficient and well-made tools that
already enter the professional space. Work currently be-
ing done on the semantic web, on search and organiza-
tion, will open up transform and multiply our access to
knowledge to empower us.

In the future, digital culture and digital content will
be even more at the core of our lives and our knowledge,

and it is therefore vital that we make it accessible in ev-
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ery sense of the word. On an institutional level for example by establishing
digital libraries; on a policy level through freedom of information laws and oth-
er transparency provisions; on a literacy level by dedicating more effort to
teaching citizens how to access information, how to put it into context, and
how to form critical opinions based on it. Information Society is a society
where information is accessible and usable by many, but not automatically.

The new technologies largely driving this development will have an enor-
mous impact on education, health and administration. There is no area of life
where new technologies and new forms of organizing knowledge will not sub-
stantially change the way of doing things. The skills required to handle these
changes will be a decisive factor in who truly benefits and who does not.

It is important to note that we believe there is a clear aim behind fostering
Information Society. Widely accessible information and communication re-
sources can benefit everybody individually as well as society at large, on an e-
conomic and social level. Information Society is about growth, but it is more
than just the growth of markets. New technologies help us approach our envi-
ronmental challenges such as climate change, they allow us to improve living
conditions for an ageing generation, they build bridges to economic and geo-
graphic parts of our societies that were very hard to reach before, and harder
still to connect to our lives and markets. It is this growth in quality of life that
we should be reaching for.

These are possibilities not just for the comparatively well-developed areas
of the European Union. Digital opportunities are up for grabs by anybody, and
especially large transition countries such as China. With its very heterogeneous
economic and social structure, China has long realised that the transition to-
wards a service economy is a huge opportunity to create better and more sus-
tainable links with the global economy.

Together with the EU Member States, the European Commission has set up

a programme to bundle those economic and political challenges, and to serve as



a guide for decision-makers in politics, administration and industry. This initia-
tive that we call the “i2010 programme” seeks to create a true European Infor-
mation Space-a single market for the digital economy; by promoting investment
in R&D; and through policies to boost the benefits of ICTs in society by encour-
aging a wide take up of life saving, inclusion generating informational services.
The programme is based on the belief that in an environment of open markets,
free flow of information and flexible regulatory solutions to accommodate techno-
logical innovation, Information Society can flourish. We think this programme is
a role model for how the “phenomenon Information Society” can be organised
and managed, allowing it to develop according to its own innovative power,
with governments providing support and a framework of rules to provide guid-
ance.

The EU-China Information Society Project

The European Commission and the government of the People’s Republic of
China have established long-standing and sustainable relations on the issues of
Information Society. The Information Society Dialogue was established in 1997
and since then has provided an annual opportunity to discuss common challen-
ges and opportunities on a high policy level.

The EU-China Information Society Project was established in 2005 as a 4
— year project with the clear aim of fostering information exchange on solutions
and strategies to tackle the challenges that the 21st Century digital society po-
ses. Europe’s overarching i2010 strategy as well as specific policy areas under
the headlines of e-commerce, e-government and convergence are the subjects
of this exchange. European and Chinese experts work together to improve mu-
tual understanding about best practice strategies, regional particularities, and
suitable implementation efforts. We believe this form of cooperation on an ex-
pert level will help not only to foster the development of policy solutions with
both partners, but will also help to create a better understanding on both sides

about the respective ways of policy-making and implementation that will further
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deepen the relationship between the EU and China.

This series of publications which you are looking at right now is dedicated
to the legal and regulatory challenges Information Society brings about. It
seeks to show how the EU identified and approached the challenges, and to
suggest which of these experiences may be transferable to China. The EU
Commission supports this series in the belief that cooperation and dialogue
based on profound expert knowledge forms the basis for the creation of an In-
formation Society for everybody !

Nicholas Costello

First Counsellor, Development & Co-operation, European Union Delega-
tion of the European Commission

Alison Birkett

First Counsellor, Information Society and Media, European Union Dele-

gation of the European Commission
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