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On the Way to the Information Society

Jaroslav Winter, Irina Zálišová, BMI Association

BMI Traditional Round Table at ISSS Conferences

The idea to discuss in public various aspects of effects to the contemporary Czech society of the Internet and information technology had appeared as integral part of the first year of the project March - Month of Internet (BMI). Thanks to the favorable association with organizers of the conference Internet for the Central and Local Administration, the tradition of round tables has been established, at which representatives of various initiatives supporting IT and influential personalities of the public life can discuss these issues.

This, already the third round table which is taking place upon the European Commission’s initiative eEurope–Information Society for Everybody, brings about more considerations about the Czech Republic's position in the process of maturing of the information society in the neighboring countries. The round table will be held on Monday, March 28, from 12.00 a.m. to 2.00 p.m. in the Small Hall.

At the beginning of the round table, the representative of BMI Association Jaroslav Winter will inform us what has been brought forth from this point view by the past Internet year. The initiative e-Europe will be introduced to us by the representative of the European Commission, and the president of Telecities Mariella Gramaglia will cover specific projects. The Rector of the Technical University Jiří Zlatuška, chairman of the Czech Forum for the Information Society, will draw our attention to economic effects of the information society. We will be told more details about our approach to the initiative e-Europe by Alexander Kratochvíl, secretary of the Government’s Council for the Information Society. Their opinions will be presented also by representatives of other societies and initiatives as, for example, APO or SPIS.

What has been brought forth by the past Internet year

Before we start to discuss our way to the information society, let us summarize the past year events. 

The technical infrastructure experienced a dynamic growth. Capacity possibilities of Internet-connection providers have increased in order compared with the situation in the preceding year. Dramatic changes occurred in the ownership structure of these firms since owners of practically all important providers have changed during the year, providers have become part of important foreign companies operating on the global or at least European basis.

One year ago we had a heated discussion here about the tariff Internet ‘99 which was being introduced. In the end, due to the pressure of the protest movement Internet Against Monopoly, SPT Telecom introduced the tariff and after some time we can admit that the tariff meant certain help for the development of Internet in our country. The operation considerably increased especially in low-operation hours and on weekends.

The offer of free connection presented by Czech On Line was even a more important milestone for making Internet available to the broad public. Due to their extensive advertising campaign, Contactel’s Red Box was also useful, their free connection was bound to purchase of a PC, similarly to Internet On Line's offer. Recently, World Online joined the club with their free connection.    

The past year can be described as a starting year for e-business. Apart from other things, two activities contributed to that–eCity eliminated fears of online buying of tens of thousands individuals and Vltava2000 offered a barrier-free and free of charge access to e-business to firms, more than 700 of them have already used this opportunity.

Last May 31 was an important date. The Government approved on that day the document entitled The State Information Policy. In the document, the Government declared for the first time the importance of information techniques and formulated a specific program of what should be achieved in the years to come on our way to the information society. Amongst other, the Government announced that all schools, libraries, post-offices should be connected to the Internet by 2001 and information kiosks should be established in all offices.

Apparently, we can be satisfied with the delightful development of our Internet. Let us have a closer look to the activities and let us compare with the situation abroad, however, and the reality looks different. The annual increase of 41 % of Internet nodes, as reported by RIPE, does not make us one the most quickly developing countries from the Internet point of view. Very little has been accomplished so far of the promising program of the State Information Policy, its implementation is considerably delayed, finances from the state budget are insufficient. Frequently, however, what is missing is the will. The evidence of that is the Administrative Register of Economic Subjects (ARES), the publishing of which on the Internet had been idly discussed for a long time until Pavel Mertlík was appointed to the position of the Minister of Finance and could decide that.

Before we actually started to implement the program of the State Information Policy, the European Commission had turned up with the initiative e-Europe–Information Society for everybody. The initiative covers much more subjects and represents a more advanced view of the development of the information society. The Czech program more or less coincides with the initiative only in two of ten areas. Unlike the European initiative, the Czech program does not cover at all, for example, the electronic participation for handicapped people, online medical care, or similar measures to provide for cheaper access to the Internet. On the contrary, we witness such situation that Members of Parliament passed a new telecommunication act including provisions about transferability of telephone numbers and option to choose another operator which would postpone the actual liberalization by two more years after the end of Czech Telecom’s monopoly in rendering of voice services.

What is the most important, however, is that the Internet becomes a generator of the economic development and brings about a considerable competitive advantage for the countries which have taken hold of it as the first ones. In the USA, for example, the revenues generated by the Internet economy already exceed the revenues of traditional branches, such as energy, telecommunication, or even the automobile industry. All those have been achieved by the Internet economy in only five or six years commencing from the time when the Internet had been made available for the commercial sphere. At that, the Internet economy employed last year 2.3 million persons and created more jobs than were lost due to the Internet.

Index of Growth of Seen Pages / Unique IP Addresses (12/98–12/99)
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2,27
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Neviditelný pes (periodical)
1,18
1,33

Seznam
(searching engine)
3,98
1,80

Trafika



1,85
1,80

Živě (Live)


3,27
2,38

Source: DCCI Audit

The table documents different rates of growth in the number of users of the Czech Internet and the growth of their activities. That indicates that users both start to use more intensively the Internet, and the supply of the best known servers becomes more attractive and more useful for them.

What Is Internet for People?

What do people imagine when they hear the term Internet?  What is Internet for them? A research the aim of which was to map the basic awareness of the public concerning the Internet was conducted last September by DEMA. Respondents were asked to answer in a spontaneous and brief way, in a single clause, the following question: "What is Internet personally for you?"

The results indicate considerably different opinions with diametrically opposed views on the usefulness of the Internet. The platform of opinions include both people for whom the Internet has become a matter of course and usual part of their work and private lives and people who, though respecting the "world" of Internet, never entered it, as well as people for whom the Internet means nothing and who are not willing to consider it with regard to themselves.
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Let us have a look at first at those who are not interested in the Internet. In total, they form about a half of the Czech population (53 %). The rate of interest considerably depends on the age, education and business background of people.  

The following rule exists: the higher the age, the more frequent is the lack of awareness and the feeling that the Internet is not useful - this group includes a third of young people, almost a half of the middle-age generation - 30 up to 44 years of age, more than a half of older people - 45 up to 59 years of age, and most people in the retirement age.

In the case of education, the negative definition is even more evident: the absolute majority of people with lower education see no sense in the Internet, as well as almost each other secondary-school graduate and each sixth university graduate.

Whereas more than a fourth of entrepreneurs think so, almost two thirds of non-entrepreneurs support this opinion. The opposite side of the spectrum of opinions is occupied by 3 % of Czech people who already cannot imagine their work without the Internet. At that, they praise "the unprecedented possibilities offered by this modern way of contact and collection of information", they see "benefits for both themselves and their companies", they prefer the Internet in their working process "for consulting, mailing, current contacts with clients, colleagues both inside and outside the company", they acknowledge its properties resulting in "the facilitation and acceleration of their work".

Approach to Internet in the Business Sphere

A research conducted in the end of 1999 by Markent brought much more favorable results. The research was aimed at the business sphere, respondents included IT managers from companies based in the Czech Republic, employing more than 25 persons. Total of 609 respondents were included in the research, they were asked about more than 500 indicators relating to the use of the Internet and Internet applications. Since the research had been designed from the very beginning as a poll to be repeated on a regular basis, the collected information shows a unique comparison of development trends from the mid-nineties.

According to the results of the research, the Internet is currently used by 91 % of companies. Only two years ago, companies connected to the Internet were a minority (43 % of subjects had been connected then) and only 4 % of companies were connected in 1995. Purely Czech companies mildly lag behind the companies with foreign capital.

Use of Internet in 1994–1999
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The most frequently mentioned reasons why businesses do not currently use the Internet include financial requirements on the establishment of Internet (38 %) and fears that employees would not have been able to sufficiently use Internet (30 %).

When comparing individual branches, we can see the majority of unconnected companies in the food industry, glass industry and chinaware industry and building industry. On the other hand, the highest percentage of connected companies can be found in the field of transport and electrical industry.

Respondents from the companies included in the research see the main benefit of the Internet both in the mediation of communication and in the possibility to look up general information. Comparisons of individual years indicate that the perception of Internet as a means of communication grows very steep (by fourteen percentage points in the past year), the highest difference, however, was reported in the perception of Internet as a source of general information (the percentage of respondents using the Internet last year to collect general information was higher by 33 points compared with the preceding year.

Importance of Internet for the Company

communication tool

source of general information

source of specialized information

source of topical information, news

service information (support)

tool for direct business and marketing activities

education tool

opportunity to buy goods and services

source of entertainment

data in percentage

The percentage data relate to the group of companies which are connected to the Internet.
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Both agencies DEMA and Markent will participate in the syndicated research concerning the Internet, which research is being prepared by BMI for the future as a separate project under the title "Probes in the Czech Internet". We believe its results will contribute to the enrichment of specific pieces of knowledge about the state of development of the information society in the Czech Republic. Visit the web-site www.brezen.cz for more information.
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