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can exacerbate existing social and
economic divisions.

The widening of digital, econom-
ic and social divides between differ-
ent countries, as well as between
cities and rural areas within the
same country, between young and
old, and between rich and poor –
has been recognized as a major con-
cern at the UN World Summits on
Information Society (WSIS). While
the rapid technological progress
over recent years has been impres-
sive, its benefits have been uneven-
ly distributed in society. This has
created new gaps and new social
challenges.

The Tunis phase of the WSIS in
November 2005, where Latvia
played an instrumental role, has
reached an international consensus
on the importance of developing a
global Information Society. The na-
tions of the world must pool their
resources to maximize the opportu-
nities provided by ICTs in the fight
against poverty and inequality. If
used wisely, they could serve as a
powerful tool for improving the
quality of life of socially excluded
individuals and groups – such as
the unemployed, the disabled and
the elderly – and hence for attain-
ing the UN Millennium
Development Goals of reducing
global poverty.

During the past few decades, in-
formation technologies and commu-
nications networks have become

I am very pleased to address this
important event, which has brought
together high-ranking officials not
only from the European Union’s
member states, but also from other
countries, as well as prominent rep-
resentatives of civil society and the
ICT industry. I hope the discussions
that take place here in Riga will
bring us closer to our common goal
of creating a global information soci-
ety – and thus improve the quality
of life of all segments of our popula-
tions. I express my sincere thanks to
the European Commission, the
Austrian Presidency, the Latvian
Government and all those who took
part in the organization of this con-
ference. 

One of the essentials for creating
an information society is 
e-Inclusion, which entails that all
people, regardless of their age, gen-
der, race, or social standing, have
the opportunity to benefit from the
advantages offered by information
and communication technologies. 
E-Inclusion offers key opportunities
for addressing the pressing issues of
social and economic exclusion,
which are among the most difficult
challenges faced by our societies to-
day. Our common goal is to ensure
that people are not excluded due to
either a lack of ICT infrastructure,
electronic services, digital literacy,
or the free flow of information. Such
deficiencies can lead to a so-called
digital divide, which, for its part,

global resources comparable to ener-
gy, food and water. The Tunis phase
of WSIS acknowledged the tremen-
dous importance that the Internet
has taken on in all countries and
that some adjustments need to be
made in its global governance phi-
losophy to include all parties in-
volved, namely the governments,
the private sector and civil society.

The preconditions and the means
for achieving e-Inclusion are not the
same everywhere and even the
meaning of the term itself means
different things to different people.

In disadvantaged or developing
areas, the primary role of 
e-Inclusion is to make use of tech-
nology as a cost-effective tool for ac-
cessing knowledge and thus make it
an integral part of a more complex
strategy in the fight against poverty,
disease, illiteracy and other social
problems. That is why the Digital
Solidarity Fund, which was estab-
lished at the Geneva WSIS, has
been designed to make ICTs avail-
able and affordable to all.

In regions where ICT infrastruc-
tures and services are already wide-
spread and affordable, e-Inclusion is
about ensuring that as many people
as possible have access to electronic
services and know how to use them
for improving the quality of their
daily lives. However, in both the de-
veloping and developed countries,
the key element for e-Inclusion re-
mains accessibility to e-services. In
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time, everyone should have the op-
portunity to use these services, re-
gardless of where they are located
and regardless of their socio-eco-
nomic standing.

Particular attention should be
paid to disadvantaged and socially
vulnerable groups, whose capacity
to use electronically delivered ser-
vices may be limited and who conse-
quently suffer the risk of experienc-
ing further social and economic ex-
clusion. The innovative use of infor-
mation technologies can help older
and handicapped people to continue
to work in a home environment,
while life-long e-learning can help
the unemployed to acquire mar-
ketable skills and personal fulfill-
ment.

Through ICTs, people can now
actively produce and exchange in-
formation beyond the traditional
uses such as access to government
services or information portals.
This has become possible thanks to
a new generation of Internet appli-
cations, for instance those that sup-
port personal weblogs, group photo
albums and other instruments that
foster social cohesion and allow the
sharing of experiences. In this
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sense, ICTs can help marginalized
individuals to overcome social exclu-
sion. 

There is no doubt that a more e-
Inclusive society leads to a more
competitive economy, where people
are better equipped to find jobs, and
where companies can find the quali-
fied workers they need to compete in
an information-driven economy. In a
more e-Inclusive society, a greater
number of people are empowered by
new tools to work, learn, create and
express themselves in new ways.

My own country, Latvia, is pay-
ing serious attention to reducing
both the digital divide and social ex-
clusion. Since regaining its indepen-
dence 15 years ago, Latvia has tak-
en a number of important steps to-
wards developing an information so-
ciety. Among other measures, my
country is working on improving the
communications infrastructure in
its rural areas, on implementing
easily accessible e-government ser-
vices, and on providing education
and e-skills to both young and old.
We realize that an e-inclusive soci-
ety will only be possible when the
population reaches a critical mass of
digitally literate users.

We are convinced that ICT devel-
opment, along with the efficient use
of the opportunities that become
available, will facilitate Latvia’s
continued growth, increase the com-
petitiveness of its regions and lead
to a further rise in living standards.

The European information soci-
ety for growth and employment ini-
tiative – or i2010 – cites six inter-re-
lated priorities in its e-Inclusion pol-
icy, including e-accessibility and in-
clusive e-Government. These priori-
ties are reflected in the declaration
adopted at this Riga Ministerial
Conference, and they should be fur-
ther pursued at the European, na-
tional, regional and local levels.

This conference also aims to pro-
vide strategic guidance for another
major European initiative on e-
Inclusion planned for 2008, de-
signed to create a framework for an
overall EU Information Society poli-
cy. The continued development of an
innovative European ICT sector,
which is a powerful driver of eco-
nomic growth and employment, will
be essential for the realization of
Europe’s Lisbon Agenda, as well as
the i2010 initiative, just mentioned.

The mechanisms for implement-
ing a European e-Inclusion policy
still need to be defined. EU struc-
tural funds and other programs are
already helping to develop cross-
border collaboration, which must be
continued at regional and interna-
tional levels to ensure the further
consolidation of a European infor-
mation society.

This Riga Ministerial Conference
is a significant event, with many im-
portant issues on the discussion
table. I hope that the deliberations
you hold here today and tomorrow
will help to set the EU policy agenda
for the coming years, and that this
first EU high-level conference in
Riga will place e-Inclusion among
Europe’s top policy priorities. For it
is only with the concerted and joint
efforts of our governments, our en-
terprises and our communities that
we will be able to achieve an inclu-
sive information society where no
one is left behind. 

I wish you a very successful con-
ference! ❏

From lext: Andrejs Vasi¬jevs, LIKTA Board member, Prof. Imants Freibergs,
LIKTA president, H. E. Dr. Vaira Vî˚e-Freiberga, President of Latvia and
Viviane Reding, EC Commissioner visiting the exhibition at conference “ICT
for an Inclusive Society”.


