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On behalf of the UN ICT TF, I am honored to take this opportunity to thank H.E. General Emile Lahoud, President of the Republic of Lebanon, for his patronage and admirable moral support. 

President Lahoud’s leadership towards a Lebanese knowledge society, and integrating Lebanon into the Arab Regional Network, is a clear sign that Lebanon has the attention and commitment at the highest political level, to make E-Lebanon a reality. I would venture to predict that an embryonic E-Lebanon would emerge from today’s meeting. 

This conference will hopefully bring together, in real partnership, all relevant stakeholders in the future Information Society in Lebanon. The UN ICT TF itself is a unique UN structure that brings together all stakeholders, including government, intergovernmental organizations, private sector, and civil society reflecting the inclusiveness of the Task Force. 

We hope to create a dynamic Lebanese link in the Arab Regional Network of the UN ICT Task Force as a result of the creation of a National Committee of the E-Lebanon program, as a committee of stakeholder inclusivity, high level political leadership and support, and a commitment to mainstreaming ICTs as a tool in the socioeconomic development of Lebanon and the Arab world. 


Please permit me to suggest that the committee should address the following priorities: 

• Integrating ICTs into education — not as separate ICT departments but as a part of the overall learning process and environment 
• Increasing the penetration of computers and other internet access devices (including web-enabled telephones, broadband and WIFI) 
• Streamlining bureaucratic procedures 
• Developing enabling legislation and policies 
• Creating secure infrastructure for online transactions, including online banking, digital authentication and contracting and the like. 
• Using government resources and influence as a catalyst in the process, and in support of other stakeholders’ efforts. 

We need to build stronger ICT infrastructure to support much higher the Internet usage in the future. We need to work aggressively on education, because education is the ultimate key to all social transformations. We need to work especially on cultural issues. The Internet is a vast resource, but much of the content is in English language, and this makes it inaccessible to those who don’t speak English. I am sure that every person in this room values multilingual education and capacity, yet I think we also agree that effort must be made to preserve native culture, language, and to allow people to benefit from modern ICTs even if they fail to understand a foreign language. 

We have been working for several years now in developing Arab content; in keeping with its professional focus. Of course, when it comes to the Internet, any one organization’s efforts pale in comparison to the mammoth nature of the task, and the current utility of the Internet to Arabic only users has increased greatly in a few short years. Still however, the lion’s share of global Internet content is in English. This will likely remain the case for a long time, but the more we work together on the issue, the greater progress we can make. 
 
The E-Lebanon National Committee will be primarily focused on developing the proper enabling atmosphere in Lebanon, while the Arab Regional Network will be focused on communicating experience from other Arab countries and relaying the progress, successes, and lessons of the E-Lebanon initiative to other Arab and developing countries. Furthermore the Arab Regional Network, with Lebanon as an active player, will be focused as well on developing a coherent regional approach in those areas where cooperation between Arab countries is a priority. As always, in these efforts, the UN ICT TF does not seek to develop or operate new or competing programs, but simply to assist those efforts that are being made, such as with E-Lebanon. 

I would also like to note that today’s event, while a landmark, is not a new nor isolated step, but part of a continuing effort by H.E. Prime Minister Hariri and his government to integrate Lebanon into the global economic community as well as the global information society. Last year, in April, the Office of the Minister of State for Administrative Reform (OMSAP.) held the “E-Government Applications and Their Benefits to the Citizens.” In this conference we will be building on the progress made to date. I believe that if we all work hard, cooperate and make whatever contribution makes sense for our own particular role and capacity that we can rapidly achieve the vision of E-Lebanon. 

Our speakers will tell you about a lot of progress. Very shortly, I proudly say, as you will hear tomorrow, we will win the challenge of making Arabic Language an Internet language. 

There are many exciting things for us to discuss here today and tomorrow, incredible opportunities, and enormous challenges to overcome. Infact there are too many challenges for us to meet. I, therefore, ask that we all keep in mind the need to prioritize and to translate theory, philosophy, and shared experiences, into concrete objectives, action plans, timetables and performance criteria relative to the tasks at hand. We want to come out with concrete criteria as to where we are going and the way forward. E-Lebanon is a great project, a great vision, and we have the people here and the national and international support to make it happen. 

I have a great faith in the capabilities and enthusiasm of the Lebanese people. Throughout a long and colorful history, through success and adversity, the Phoenician spirit has never wavered. It is a great honor for me to be here with you and to participate in this important endeavor. I thank you all and look forward to working with you. 

Talal Abu-Ghazaleh 


