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Abstract

 Humanity faces major challenges to build an information society for the benefit of all. Cities have a major role to play in this historical endeavour. They are the geographical, political, socio-economic and cultural entities where millions live, work and directly exercise their rights as citizens and consumers. The Global Cities Dialogue is a key instrument to realise the historical role of cities.  It seeks to encourage the sharing of information-society experiences, results and lessons among cities in order to facilitate a local and global process of information-society learning and development. The success of the Dialogue is neither an easy nor a secured result. It is rather an invitation to work together to contribute to a better future.

The Challenge of Our Time

Humanity is entering the great adventure of the information society with hopes and fears. Hopes that information and communication technologies (ICTs) and the processes of convergence and globalisation are the enablers and providers of untold opportunities to improve the wellbeing of peoples across the globe. Fears that the opportunity may be lost and the result will be a reinforcement of a world and societies deeply divided between information-rich and information-poor citizens (i.e., “the have” and “the have-not”).  Herein lies the true long-term challenge of our time.  Can we realise the potential of an information society free from social exclusion and based on sustainable development?  Can we today identify and take small practical steps that will contribute to strengthen processes in this long-term direction?  Can we make Utopia a Reality?

The complexity of the challenge is immense, involving a myriad of social, economic, industrial, political, legislative, cultural, and technological issues, factors, trends and developments.  No single institution or mechanism is enough to generate the processes leading to an information society for all.  Indeed, it is well accepted that the convergence and gradual globalisation of information-society technologies and services demands new forms of governance, cooperation and organisations.

In this context, the market is providing the dynamics of competition and collaboration propelling convergence and globalisation, and governments at all levels are (or can be) facilitators and catalysts of actions and policies consistent with their own roles as representatives of the broader spectrum of citizens, communities and organisations. At the grassroots, thousands of individuals and all forms of organisations are shaping, and being shaped by, the emerging processes and relations giving reality to the information society.

The Role of Cities

A key organisational level is the city. They are the geographical, political, socio-economic and cultural entities where millions live, work and directly exercise their rights as citizens and consumers.  They are close to grassroots processes and directly face a barrage of information-society issues, changes and opportunities from local democracy to more cost-effective services, including electronic commerce and immediate governance issues such as taxation, authentication, data protection, liability and others.  

Today, most cities of the world are only at the beginnings of the information-society learning process.  The opportunity exists to enhance this process by sharing knowledge and experiences, while simultaneously becoming a relevant contributor and partner to both the private sector and broader government levels on matters of governance and experience of direct concern to cities.  For instance, the private sector would welcome a standardised approach to digital signatures as a way of avoiding fragmentation in e-commerce markets.  Likewise, at a time when cities face increasing demands for greater quality and more cost-effective services, they are inevitably interested in learning about solutions devised and implemented by other cities.  

The Global Cities Dialogue

The vision of the Global Cities Dialogue responds to this need and opportunity.  It is envisaged to provide Cities with a relevant, open and powerful initiative and framework to actively shape and advance the information society across the globe, helping to improve social cohesion and reduce the gap between information-rich and information-poor within and between societies. The Global Cities Dialogue is also envisaged to provide a mechanism for an informed and fruitful interaction with the private sector at local, European and global levels.  In particular, it is the mechanism to encourage the sharing of experiences, results and lessons among cities in order to facilitate a local and global process of information-society learning and development.

A basic framework document also exists contributed jointly by the Telecities network of Europe and the Global Bangemann Challenge.
 This document lays the foundations of an open, flexible and adaptable framework to stimulate inter-city dialogues based on concrete bottom up activities and initiatives. In this respect, a Global Cities Dialogue on the information society can be bi-lateral as much as multi-lateral and it can involve inter-city relations inside countries, continents and across the world in a wide variety of combinations and using many possible activities for its realisation.  Credibility and political authority is obtained through the direct participation of Mayors.  Cities are challenged to play a true leading role by contributing concrete actions and committing themselves to advance the vision of the Global Cities Dialogue into an exciting and fruitful initiative for the Information Society in the third millennium.  Finally, the Global Cities Dialogue is not an insular initiative. Similar initiatives such as the Global Business Dialogue are invited to work together to identify and exploit synergies for the benefit of citizens, communities, cities and the private sector locally and globally.

The success of a Global Cities Dialogue is neither an easy nor a secured result.  Indeed, there will be no short-term large impact.  The Dialogue must be seen as an evolutionary process taking realistic steps and gradually spreading its influence along with other global initiatives.  The Dialogue is an invitation to share, learn and work together for the benefit of a sustainable and socially inclusive information society worldwide. It is ultimately an invitation to shape the future believing that, yes, it is perhaps possible to transform Utopias into Realities!

For this reason, I am most pleased to be able to participate in this historical day of the official launch of the Global Cities Dialogue in the Czech Republic, in the appropriate setting of the ISSS 2000 Coference. In a few minutes, we shall witness the signature of the Declaration of Helsinki “Mayors of the World for a Global Cities Dialogue on the Information Society”. This declaration constitutes the key legacy of this official launch and an invitation to contribute to a better future.  I trust we shall all embrace it whole heartedly.
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