WORLD CIVIL SOCIETY FORUM

THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY

Introduction

The Information Communications Technology Revolution is creating what are arguably the most profound changes in the history of mankind. Throughout history, every advance in communications technology, whether it be Roman Roads, the Printing Press, Canals, Railways, Telegraphy, Telephony, Radio or Television has caused a dislocation in the social order of the day.

Every advance in technology has created new trading opportunities and, with these opportunities, it has either threatened or strengthened the power bases of those era.

The internet and new media technologies are radically different from any of the previous advances in communications technology because they are financially and technically accessible to very large sections of society. In other words, unlike previous communications revolutions, the power to use the technology is not the exclusive domain of the wealthy or those in positions of power.

Civil Society, and the individual within society, now have the tools to be able to shape the future, and, for the first time at a global level, are playing an active and influential role in global governance.

This presentation examines how Civil Society is exercising its new found power in two areas :-

1. Observation and Monitoring

The internet, and most forms of digital communications, provide instant access to information and events almost anywhere in the globe. In the current environment, secrecy and clandestine actions by those in power are almost impossible.

This is creating a greater transparency throughout society in the developed world and the use and abuse of the power to observe and monitor is becoming regularised.

In this environment global governance is inevitably influenced by a civil society with the tools and skills to monitor and publish every governance decision.

2. Communicating and Lobbying

Any individual with access to a modern desktop computer connected to the internet has the influence to reach a global audience. In the developed nations, the ability to do this is not restricted by wealth, education or democratic election. 

The power to communicate and lobby is built into every desktop computer currently sold in the developed world, and this power is being exercised for both good and evil by individuals and groups seeking to impose their will or beliefs on the rest of the world.

Civil Society and the Digital Divide

Many sections of civil society recognise that power is unevenly distributed in the ICT revolution between the information “haves” and “have-nots”. Whether this is a divide between developed and developing nations, the rich and the poor, the educated and the uneducated, or the urban and the rural, there is a growing gap in global society.

Civil Society recognises the digital divide and the potential for global tension it creates. Out of this is growing a worldwide movement to influence global governance to address these challenges.

The World Civil Society Forum is an example of the type of event which is being repeated across the globe with increasing frequency. These face to face meetings at conferences and seminars do much to share knowledge and best practice as well as bringing a unity of purpose within Civil Society.

ICT and Civil Society

Civil Society is using the same tools that commercial organisations and mass media institutions use to influence their audiences.

· Publishing technology

· Mailing lists

· Collaboration technologies

· Conferencing

· Virtual communities

· Electronic polling and surveys

All of these have a recognised impact in shaping the Information Society

Conclusion – Partnerships - The Way Ahead ?

In a world where the power to influence is more widely distributed than ever before, there is always the danger that global governance for the benefit of the whole of mankind will become an impossible dream, bringing with it the threat of armed conflict and the destruction of the human race.

If we are to build a sustainable future together, it has to be based on genuine partnerships between all sectors of society, with a recognition of our mutual inter-dependence.

This is surely the way ahead
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