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Your Excellency, Mr Wade, President of Senegal

Your Excellency, Mr Fernandez, President of the Dominican Republic

Mr Segond, Chairman of the Digital Solidarity Fund

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my great pleasure to be here today to explore concrete ways to bridge the digital divide and build an inclusive Information Society. 

As you all know, President Wade sowed the seeds of the voluntary Digital Solidarity Fund during the preparations for the first phase of the World Summit on the Information Society, in Geneva in 2003. 

Despite initial scepticism that greeted his proposal, it was his vision and strong leadership that compelled the international community to welcome the fund. 

It is now our duty to help this Fund to grow into one of the mainstays of the Information Society. As I said at the inauguration of the Fund, every oak must once be an acorn. And although the Digital Solidarity Fund is still in its infancy, it is for us to help it flourish into a mature oak tree, under whose shade the benefits of information and communication technologies (ICTs) will spread across the world.

The Digital Solidarity Fund is a voluntary financing mechanism set up by local authorities, developing countries and others to harness the potential of ICTs for development. 

The Fund is aimed at transforming the digital divide into digital opportunities for all, and to promote peace, sustainable development, democracy, transparency and good governance. 

It aims at empowering people through access to knowledge and giving a voice to all, especially the weak and vulnerable, who have been silent for too long. 

The Digital Solidarity Fund represents one of the landmark achievements of the WSIS process and could prove to be one of its biggest successes. 

The creation of the Fund comes at a time when national Governments had been debating endlessly whether additional financing is necessary to bridge the digital divide and, when even a task force was established to examine existing financial mechanisms. 

It is very significant that local authorities—the cities of Geneva and Lyon and the province of Turin and others—responded very quickly to the challenge set out by President Wade when States were sceptical about it and came forward to help create a Fund that would bring the benefits of ICT to local communities. 

Being closer to on-the-ground realities, it is obvious that local authorities are sensitive to local needs. There is a growing realization among local communities that ICTs can impact lives in a positive way in this rapidly-changing world.

As the world globalises, and national interests are subsumed by powerful regional groupings, local needs are too easily forgotten. 

What we needed was for someone like President Wade to come along and give a voice to neglected communities and the grassroots. We are then reminded that the basis of our sustainability actually exists at the local level—in our communities, in our families. 

The Digital Solidarity Fund is now growing in strength as support materializes from other local and national governments as well as from the United Nations.

It is essential to strike while the iron is still hot. 

I see this as an opportunity where local communities and developing countries can redefine the concept of international collaboration and take charge of their destinies through their own initiatives. 

While the leaders present at the Millennium Summit look at the big picture, they must not lose sight of the real life in our local communities and families. 

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

There is a valuable acorn here that is ready to blossom into a truly innovative mechanism. It will help connect the remotest, smallest communities to the world of information and knowledge, and should lead to influencing cultures and ideas that will benefit us all.

By welcoming the Fund, the international community has, for the first time, recognised its importance and appealed to local authorities to help build the Information Society.
I believe the success of the creation of the Fund might, in future years, be regarded as a turning point in our way of thinking towards a new, more equitable and just society that we must build.  
Thank you.
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