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Recommendation 263 (2009) on “The digital divide and e-inclusion in the regions” and Recommendation 274 (2009) on “E-democracy: opportunities and risks for local authorities” of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe

(Joint reply adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 14 April 2010

at the 1082nd meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies)
__________________________

1. 
The Committee of Ministers has closely examined Congress Recommendations 263 (2009) on “The digital divide and e-inclusion in the regions” and 274 (2009) on “E-democracy: opportunities and risks for local authorities”. It has drawn both recommendations to the attention of the governments of member states to bear them in mind where appropriate.  It has also forwarded them to the relevant committees. In view of the elements which are common to these two recommendations, the Committee of Ministers has chosen to give a joint reply to them. 

2. 
It welcomes the interest of the Congress in e-democracy as a whole. It reiterates its position mentioned in other texts on this issue, that it considers that e-tools and advances in the field of information and communication technologies (ICTs) can make a substantial contribution to promoting democracy and the rule of law. In particular, they can strengthen the involvement and participation of citizens in national, regional and local public life and decision-making processes and encourage citizen initiatives. The Committee of Ministers also considers that public administration and services, particularly at the local level, can also be improved by making them more accessible, responsive, user-oriented, transparent, efficient and cost-effective, thus contributing to the economic, social and cultural vitality of society. 

3.
The Council of Europe possesses a wide range of standard-setting instruments pertinent to or covering many of the issues raised by the Congress in the two recommendations. These include a number of recommendations of the Committee of Ministers to member states, the most recent being Recommendation CM/Rec(2009)1 on electronic democracy. This recommendation underlines the potential contribution of ICTs to democracy and society, whilst fully respecting human rights and fundamental freedoms, the need to narrow the digital divide by means of an inclusive and non-discriminatory approach and the importance of empowering people through support for education and training. Other recommendations on e-voting (Rec(2004)11), on e-governance (Rec(2004)15) and on measures to promote the public service value of the Internet (CM/Rec(2007)16) are also of high relevance.  The Committee of Ministers notes that, together with the Congress and Assembly recommendations prepared on this issue, the Council of Europe has already gained a significant acquis in this field.

4. 
The Committee of Ministers also welcomes initiatives which have been taken by the European Commission with regard to e-inclusion.  E-Inclusion is one of the pillars of the i2010 initiative of the European Commission and its member states. It supports a set of policy actions aimed at achieving an inclusive information society thus contributing to reaching the policy targets established in the Riga Ministerial Declaration on e-Inclusion adopted on 11 June 2006 by 34 European countries.

5.
The Committee of Ministers would draw attention to the appended comments by relevant intergovernmental committees, which provide information on current and possible future activities in this field and a number of specific details on existing standards which respond to many of the recommendations of the Congress. The Committee of Ministers would encourage member states to bear the relevant instruments in mind when addressing policy measures in this field.  

6.
Finally, in line with the Congress’ position, the Committee of Ministers has noted that the CDLR is considering possible follow-up to the 4th Forum for the Future of Democracy (Madrid, 15-17 October 2008) on “E-democracy: who dares?”, which was a unique occasion for presenting and discussing the different tools devised by the Council of Europe in this field.  The Committee of Ministers would also encourage member states to implement the proposals made in the conclusions which emerged from that Forum, and promote the use of information and communication technology at all levels of government with a view to strengthening citizen participation and good governance.  

Appendix 1 to the reply

Comments on Recommendation 263 (2009) on “The digital divide and e-inclusion in the regions”

Comments by the Steering Committee on the Media and New Communication Services (CDMC)

1. The Steering Committee on the Media and New Communication Services (CDMC) welcomes the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe’s Recommendation 263 (2009) on “The digital divide and e-inclusion in the regions”. 

2. The CDMC is very supportive of the efforts of the Congress to promote Internet access and ICTs as part of the full exercise of the right for everyone to freedom of expression and information pursuant to Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights. 
3. The CDMC shares the concerns of the Congress regarding equitable Internet access and the digital divide, as well as the important role to be played by the public authorities in creating the conditions for greater e-inclusion and balanced regional development. In these and other related respects, the CDMC underlines that the promotion of freedom of expression and information in regional social, economic and cultural life and, as a corollary, the public value of the Internet are key focal points. 
4. In this connection, the CDMC would like to draw the attention of the Congress to the Committee of Ministers’ Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)16 on measures to promote the public service value of the Internet, understood as people’s significant reliance on the Internet as an essential tool for their everyday activities (communication, information, knowledge, commercial transactions) and the resulting legitimate expectation that Internet services be accessible and affordable, secure, reliable and ongoing. This recommendation responds to numerous recommendations of the Congress to the Committee of Ministers, in particular with regard to:

- equitable Internet access: 

The governments of member states, in co-operation, where appropriate, with all relevant stakeholders, agree to take a range of measures to promote the public service value of the Internet including “affordable access to the Internet for individuals, irrespective of their age, gender, ethnic or social origin, including the following persons and groups of persons:

a. those on low incomes;
b. those in rural and geographically remote areas; and

c. those with special needs (for example, disabled persons), bearing in mind the importance of design and application, affordability, the need to raise awareness among these persons and groups, the appropriateness and attractiveness of Internet access and services as well as their adaptability and compatibility”. 

- facilitation of public Internet access by:
· “recommending a minimum number of Internet access points and ICT services on the premises of public authorities and, where appropriate, in other public places, in line with Recommendation No. R (99) 14 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on universal community service concerning new communication services”;

· “encouraging, where practicable, public administrations, educational institutions and private owners of access facilities to new communication and information services to enable the general public to use these facilities”; 

· “promoting the integration of ICTs into education and promoting media and information literacy and training in formal and non-formal education sectors for children and adults in order to (i) empower them to use media technologies effectively to create, access, store, retrieve and share content to meet their individual and community needs and interests; (ii) encourage them to exercise their democratic rights and civic responsibilities effectively; (iii) encourage them to make informed choices when using the Internet and other ICTs by using and referring to diverse media forms and content from different cultural and institutional sources; understanding how and why media content is produced; critically analysing the techniques, language and conventions used by the media and the messages they convey; and identifying media content and services that may be unsolicited, offensive or harmful”;

· “encouraging the creation and processing of and access to educational, cultural and scientific content in digital form, so as to ensure that all cultures can express themselves and have access to the Internet in all languages, including indigenous ones”. 

· regulation of Internet access by:
· “elaborating and delineating the boundaries of the roles and responsibilities of all key stakeholders within a clear legal framework, using complementary regulatory frameworks”;

· “encouraging the private sector to develop, where appropriate and in co-operation with other stakeholders, new forms of open and transparent self- and co-regulation on the basis of which key actors can be held accountable”; 

· “encouraging the private sector to contribute to developing public policies to supplement the operation of market forces where these are insufficient”;

· “developing strategies and policies and creating appropriate legal and institutional frameworks to preserve the digital heritage of lasting cultural, scientific, or other values, in co-operation with holders of copyright and neighbouring rights, and other legitimate stakeholders in order, where appropriate, to set common standards and ensure compatibility and share resources. In this regard, access to legally deposited digital heritage materials, within reasonable restrictions, should also be assured”.

· provision of online public services by:
· “promoting public domain information accessibility via the Internet which includes government documents, allowing all persons to participate in the process of government; information about personal data retained by public entities; scientific and historical data; information on the state of technology, allowing the public to consider how the information society might guard against information warfare and other threats to human rights; creative works that are part of a shared cultural base, allowing persons to participate actively in their community and cultural history”; 

· “adapting and extending the remit of public service media, in line with Recommendation Rec(2007)3 of the Committee of Ministers to member states on the remit of public service media in the information society, so as to cover the Internet and other new communication services and so that both generalist and specialised contents and services can be offered, as well as distinct personalised interactive and on-demand services”;

· “developing a culture of participation and involvement, inter alia by providing for the creation, modification and remixing of interactive content and the transformation of consumers into active communicators and creators of content”; 

· “promoting mechanisms for the production and distribution of user- and community-generated content (thereby facilitating online communities), inter alia by encouraging public service media to use such content and co-operate with such communities”;

· “encouraging capacity building for the production of local and indigenous content on the Internet”; 

· “encouraging the multilingualisation of the Internet so that everyone can use it in their own language”.

Comments by the Steering Committee for Education (CDED) 

The Bureau of the Steering Committee for Education (CDED):

Having noted with great interest Congress Recommendation 263 (2009) on “The digital divide and e‑inclusion in the regions”;

Points out that the Standing Conference of European Ministers of Education, at its 21st session, in Athens in 2003, adopted a “Resolution to foster the integration of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in educational systems in Europe”, and that the present recommendation follows on from that resolution;

Reiterates the importance and the potential of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in economic, social and human development in the 21st century;

Shares the Congress' concern, expressed in paragraph 3, about the “digital divide”, and, in this context, points out that ICTs should contribute to reductions, not increases, in inequalities;

Fully supports the idea that the public authorities hold a large measure of responsibility and have an important role to play in eliminating the digital divide;

Emphasises the fundamental role of in-service training of teachers and their capacity to pass on their knowledge in the field of ICTs to pupils and parents;

Emphasises that schools, universities and other educational centres should be required to play a greater role in providing public access to the Internet, particularly through partnerships with authorities at local level.

Appendix 2 to the reply

Comments on Recommendation 274 (2009) on “E-democracy: opportunities and risks for local authorities”

Comments by the European Committee on Local and Regional Democracy (CDLR)
With regard to Recommendation 274(2009) on “E-democracy: opportunities and risks for local authorities”, the CDLR followed with interest and actively contributed to the discussions at the Forum for the Future of Democracy, whose 2008 session was held in Madrid. Its representative at the Forum submitted a report to the CDLR, which will take into consideration the proposals set out in the report concerning future programmes of activities. The CDLR would also point out that the Council of Europe Strategy for Innovation and Good Governance at Local Level also covers the field of technological innovation and citizens’ access to public services. Its implementation therefore also helps to attain the objectives set by the Congress. 

Comments by the Steering Committee on the Media and New Communication Services (CDMC) 

The CDMC welcomes Recommendation 274 (2009) on “E-democracy: opportunities and risks for local authorities” and notes that the recommendations contained therein reflect the spirit of several existing standards in the field of the media and communication services, prepared by the CDMC and adopted by the Committee of Ministers. These standards underline the crucial role of the media in guaranteeing access to information and the forming of opinions of every citizen for the functioning of pluralist democracy and recognise the added value and growing importance of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in ensuring this role. 

The CDMC shares the viewpoint of the Congress that the added value of Internet and ICTs for local democracies resides, in particular, in the potential interactivity of these tools, allowing citizens and civil society not only to accede easily and instantaneously to all information of relevance on the policy conducted by their local authorities but also to actively participate in the public debate. 

In this context, particular reference should be made to Committee of Ministers’ Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)16 on measures to promote the public service value of the Internet, whereby member states are invited to develop and implement strategies for e-democracy, e-participation and e-government that make effective use of ICTs in democratic process and debate, in relationships between public authorities and civil society, and in the provision of public services as part of an integrated approach that makes full and appropriate use of a number of communication channels, both online and offline. Noting that information and communication technologies (ICTs) can also adversely affect fundamental rights, freedoms and values, such as the respect for private life and secrecy of correspondence, the dignity of human beings and even the right to life, the recommendation provides specific guidelines to ensure that e-democracy and e-governance uphold human rights, democracy and the rule of law. 

The Ministers participating in the 1st Council of Europe Conference of Ministers responsible for media and new communication services (28-29 May 2009, Reykjavik, Iceland) underlined the essential role of media literacy in allowing individuals to exercise their right to free expression and information and use new communication services to participate in social, political, cultural and economic life and to do so without infringing the human dignity or the rights of others. Media literacy should be recognised as part of the education for democratic citizenship. The CDMC recalls that, in order to ensure participation of all citizens and to avoid marginalisation of particular groups and individuals, account should be taken of the existing norms on media pluralism and diversity of media content, both online and in traditional media. In this respect, reference is made to Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)2 on media pluralism and diversity of media content, which calls on member states “to encourage the development of different types of media, including community, local, minority or social media, capable of making a contribution to pluralism and diversity and providing a space for dialogue, while responding to the specific needs or requests of certain groups in civil society and serving as a factor of social cohesion and integration”.

At the Reykjavik conference, the Ministers also underlined the role of public service media (PSM) for ensuring participation. A new Ad hoc Advisory Group on Public Service Media Governance (MC-S-PG) was set up in 2009 by the Committee of Ministers to explore how the governance of PSM can be developed to enable PSM to serve all segments of society and contribute to people’s full participation in political, social and cultural life, also using new communication tools. 

Finally, the CDMC believes that the Internet Governance Forum (IGF) and the European Dialogue on Internet Governance (EuroDIG), which are examples of successful multi-stakeholder arrangements to discuss issues surrounding the governance of the Internet, may offer opportunities for local and regional authorities to discuss issues that concern them, including certain of those raised in Recommendation 274 (2009) of the Congress.
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