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UNESCO’s Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura on 10 December 2003 summed up a two-day 
High-Level Symposium on “Building Knowledge Societies – from Vision to Action“ which was 
held at the venue of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) in Geneva.The 
symposium brought together 20 speakers including four heads of state, ministers, Nobel Prize 
laureates, and leading academics, NGO and private sector representatives, as well as 
members of the press.* 

                                                 
* In order of intervention: Mr Koïchiro Matsuura , Director-General of UNESCO, Mr Nitin Desai, Special 
Representative of the Secretary-General of the United Nations for WSIS, Mr Marc Furrer, Secretary of State for 
WSIS, Director-General, Federal Office of Communications of Switzerland, Mr Adama Samassékou, President 
of the WSIS Preparatory Committee, H.E. Ms Vaira Vike-Freiberga , President of Latvia, H.E. Mr Joaquim 
Alberto Chissano, President of Mozambique; Chairman of African Union, Mr Gary Becker, Nobel Prize winner 
in Economics (US), Mr David Cunliffe, Minister of State and Associate Minister of Finance, Revenue, 
Communications, Associate Minister for Information Technology of New Zealand, Mr  Monkombu S. 
Swaminathan, Chairman of M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation (India), Mr. Surapong Suebwonglee, 
Minister of Information and Communications Technology of Thailand, H.E. Mr Valdas Adamkus, UNESCO 
Goodwill Ambassador for the Construction of Knowledge Societies, former President of Lithuania, Mr Joergen 
Ejboel, Chairman of the Board JP-Politikens Hus (Denmark), Mr Robert Martin, Director of the U.S. Institute of 
Museum and Library Services (US), H.E. Mr Olusegun Obasanjo, President of Nigeria, H.E. Mr Boris 
Trajkovski, President of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Mr John Gage, Chief Researcher and 
Director of the Science Office, Sun Microsystems (US), Mr Lawrence Lessig, Professor, Stanford Law School  
(US), Mr Abdul-Muyeed Chowdhury, Executive Director, BRAC (Bangladesh), Ms Khedija Ghariani, Director-
General of the Tunisian Agency for Frequencies, Ministry for Communication Technologies and Transport of 
Tunisia - Moderator: Mr Stephen Cole, Journalist and broadcaster, BBC. 

 



 
Speakers highlighted the fact that the information and communication technologies (ICT), 
including the internet, had brought about a new, inexorable wave of technological revolution  
in which services and products, based on skills, knowledge and know-how, are playing a 
central part. WSIS could therefore capitalise on digital opportunities and devise digital 
solutions, incorporating contributions from all stakeholders. But beyond, it must also address 
the associated knowledge divide, focusing on capacity-building to facilitate the acquisition, 
absorption and spread of knowledge – for which the solution may not always be in the digital 
realm.  
 
ICT should be used more fully to reduce poverty, through a variety of developmental 
applications, and to attain the Millennium Development Goals. Challenges in this regard are 
as much societal as they are technical - as we must balance technological precepts with 
human values, needs, capacities and opportunities. Human and global solidarity are 
overarching goals in this quest, as is the need to promote pluralism. Africa in particular is in 
dire need of people-friendly technologies to enable it to communicate with the rest of the 
world. 
 
Technical innovation can play a critical role in bridging the knowledge divide. As they facilitate 
the generation, acquisition, storage, use, sharing and dissemination of information, it is clear 
that ICT has a tremendous potential, in particular for science and education. The paramount 
challenge for knowledge societies will be to create an enabling environment to pursue these 
goals at various levels, to build the requisite capacities, to create content accessible to 
various communities, to ensure connectivity and to foster dialogue. 
 
Overall, technology has opened up possibilities for new forms of human creativity, pluralism 
and governance, which must be pursued in the context of participatory learning societies. 
Education remains pivotal in the generation, accumulation, preservation and dissemination of 
knowledge. To give full meaning to the WSIS Action Plan and its implementation with respect 
to education, speakers called for action and strategies on several fronts: increase investment 
in education substantially, given its high economic and social return; create open and flexible  
educational systems; institute life-long education; promote quality education in all its 
dimensions; introduce ICT-based learning initiatives - such as distance education, virtual 
libraries - drawing on the resources of libraries and museums. Moreover, there is a strong 
need to face the challenge of creating local content in diverse languages.  
 
Speakers emphasized that knowledge comes in different forms and has different meanings in 
different contexts. It must be viewed in terms of specific cultures and traditions. Action must 
therefore allow for cultural and mindset diversity. 
 
All speakers agreed that freedom of expression, for new and traditional media alike, along 
with the free flow of ideas and knowledge as well as unfettered, democratic access, was an 
absolute condition for the creation of open and inclusive knowledge societies. 
 
The new forms of creativity made possible thanks to the development of digital technologies 
provided yet another incentive to reinforce capacity-building, speakers agreed. The need to 
review the present intellectual property regime was underlined so as to bring it in line with the 
evolving digital environment and with its creative potential. 
 



Overall, discussions during the Symposium showed strong support for UNESCO’s four key 
principles for WSIS and its follow up: freedom of expression, access to quality education, 
cultural and linguistic diversity, and universal access to information and knowledge, especially 
in the public domain. 
 
Background and interventions are online at http://www.unesco.org/wsis/symposium/. 
 
 
 

About UNESCO 
 
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is a 
specialized agency of the United Nations system. The Organization’s main objective is to 
contribute to peace and security by promoting collaboration among the nations through 
education, science and culture in order to further universal respect for justice, for the rule of 
law and for the human rights and fundamental freedoms (Article 1 of UNESCO’s 
Constitution). UNESCO pursues its action through five major programmes: education, natural 
sciences, social & human sciences, culture and communication & information. The 
Organization is headquartered in Paris with over 50 field offices and several institutes and 
centres throughout the world. Founded in 1946, it currently has 190 Member States. 


