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Thank you for this kind opportunity to participate in this APT Regional Forum to discuss digital divide from the Philippine private sector perspective.


Digital divide, as we know, is a fairly recent phenomenon that has captured the imagination of many because of the formidable problems it creates, as well as the tremendous opportunities it offers. 

What I will present today is a concept paper, which I hope could help introduce policy changes in addressing digital divide in the Philippines.

Agenda

First, I will give a brief perspective on digital divide in general. Next, I will make a detailed analysis of the Philippine case on digital divide. Then, I shall present a strategic approach to bridge digital divide in the Philippines, followed by my concluding remarks. 

Perspective on Digital Divide

What Is Digital Divide?

Digital divide is not only the gap between the “info-rich” and the “info-poor.” 

It is the realization that the info- rich are able to, while the info-poor are unable to tap opportunities presented by digital technology to achieve their economic, social and political goals.

Unchecked, the consequences could be grim, with the rich getting richer and fewer, and the poor getting poorer and bigger. 

What Are The Causes Of Digital Divide?


Three primary factors cause digital divide: (a) lack of human capacity to appreciate and use digital technology; (b) lack of appropriate regulatory and policy regimes to promote ICT development and growth; and (c) lack of access to information and knowledge due to nil or inadequate content, inadequate or inefficient delivery systems, and unaffordable Internet-enabled appliances.

Why Care About Digital Divide?


ICT revolution has been largely responsible for the world’s economic growth and progress, especially in the last decade. There is no reason, therefore, why developing nations cannot make use of digital technology to achieve their development objectives and to improve the quality of life of their people.


These are some of the changes brought about by digital technology which developing nations could very well use to improve their circumstances: (a) speed up work, and break time and space barriers (from 8 to 5 to 24/7; from physical to virtual office) leading to higher productivity, greater capacity, broader reach, and lower costs; (b) introduce new ways of doing things and lifestyles; (c) improve medical science and health care; (d) build skills and improve education; (e) foster investments and research; (f) improve governance and enhance culture; and (g) empower the individual, community and nations. 

Whose Concern Is It Anyway?

Should digital divide be the concern only of the disadvantaged sectors, which may not have the wherewithal to fight it? Should it be the sole responsibility of government, which is moving towards privatization and outsourcing many of its services? Or should it be the concern of the private sector, which may be reluctant to take on this great responsibility?

I believe the problem is so huge and the opportunities so great that everyone should join hands in bridging digital divide. It is also worth noting that the “haves” of this world are beginning to realize that only by empowering the poor can the world foster peace and prosperity. 

Digital Divide Indicators


Digital Divide Network reports that only 429 million people, or 6% of the world’s population, are online globally, of which 41% are from North America, 27% from Europe, the Middle East, and Africa, 20% from Asia Pacific, and 4% from South America.

It is also interesting to note that the US has more computers than the rest of the world.

In the fall of 2000, the US Department of Commerce found the following Internet access levels in the US: 41.5% of all households; 46.1% White; 56.8% Asian American and Pacific Islander; 23.5% Black; 23.6% Hispanic; 86.3% of households earning $ 75 k and above p.a., and 12.7% of households earning less than $15 k p.a.

Also, the 2000 US census found that 63% of homes with residents aged 18-49 use the Internet, compared to 37% of households with residents aged 50 or older.

These figures indicate that the young and the affluent are generally more active users of the Internet.

Problem Of Metrics

There is a saying, “You cannot manage what you cannot measure.” If we were to follow this dictum, tele-density, as a measure of digital divide, would not be enough to assess the problem.

Nations that generally have better metrics and are able to plan and address the issue of digital divide more effectively. 

Developing nations must, therefore, take pains in improving data capture and analysis so they can better identify and solve the problem. 

The Philippine Case

Human Capacity


The Philippines has a population of about 82 million living in 7,000 + islands- predominantly Malay and Catholic, predominantly young (71% below 35 years old), culturally diverse (54 ethnic groups, 8 principal local dialects, and having been historically influenced by the Malays, Chinese, Spaniards, Japanese and Americans), highly literate (literacy rate of 94%), and English- and Filipino-speaking (English literacy rate of 73%).


With a per capita GNP of about US$ 1,000, its national poverty incidence in 2000 was 28.4% (per capita poverty threshold of US$ 230 p.a.), with poverty incidence of 15% in urban areas and 41.4% in rural areas. The highest poverty incidence exists in some provinces of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) at 57%, followed by some provinces in Bicol Region at 49%. 


An ICT-Readiness nationwide survey of 36,368 private and public schools in 2001 done by SEAMEO INNOTECH (Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organization Regional Center for Innovation and Technology) showed a study in contrast. 

About 13.3% of all schools surveyed have telephones, with only 2% having Internet access. In Metro Manila, however, 92% of schools have telephones, with 19% having Internet access.

Only 14.3% of all schools have computers, vis-à-vis 87.3 % in Metro Manila. Only 18.2% of all schools have ICT- proficient staff, compared to 75.5% in Metro Manila. Finally, 13.3% of all schools have school heads with ICT training in the last five years compared to 54.5% in Metro Manila.  


 On government initiatives to enhance human capacity for digital technology, the Department of Education, Culture and Sports (DECS) disbursed some US$ 12 million in the last three years to train teachers on ICT and equip schools with computers. In 2000, the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) undertook the “PCs for Public High Schools Project” to provide 1,000 public high schools with 20 computers each. 

The Commission on Higher Education (CHED) promulgated a policy on open learning and distance education in the same year, thus providing alternative and, hopefully, cheaper means of education for the info-poor. Additionally, DECS is pursuing “Adopt-A-School Program,” tapping private corporations to help deliver educational goods and services, including computers, to un-served areas.

Regulatory And Policy Regimes


The country’s ICT vision is articulated by the Information Technology and e-Commerce Council (ITECC), the country’s highest policy-making body on ICT, headed by no less than the President of the Philippines, and composed of leading ICT practitioners from both the public and private sectors. 

The ITECC vision is stated as follows, “An e-enabled society where empowered citizens have access to technologies that will provide quality education, efficient government service, greater source of livelihood, and a better way of life.”

The vision has five pillars: e-Government, to provide government services online; Human Resource Development, to develop an IT-enabled workforce; Business Development, to develop a world-class ICT services provider; Legal and Regulatory, to create an enabling legal and regulatory environment; and Information Infrastructure, to provide affordable Internet access to all segments of population. 

In pursuit of this vision, Congress enacted the e-Commerce Law in 2002, which recognized the vital role of ICT in nation building and provided for enabling environment for the development of e-commerce and e-government in the country. Recently, the President signed an Executive Order creating an ICT Commission to oversee ICT development in the country, while there is a pending bill in Congress to create a Department of ICT in lieu of the ICT Commission. Also, Congress is reportedly looking at the feasibility of introducing an ICT convergence bill.  

Much remains to be done as may be gleaned from a Philippine Report Card submitted by Carmichael Consulting to ITECC on August 1, 2003. The report says that overall, the Philippines falls short of best practice considering (a) the national ICT plan needs further enhancement; (b) ICT oversight is lodged three departments (DOTC, or Department of Transportation and Communication, DTI, or Department of Trade and Industry and DOST, or Department of Science and Technology) instead of one; (c) regulatory authority should be broadened; and  (d) convergence efforts should be unified.

It is worthy to note that the Philippines got a very good rating for telecommunications service, being primarily private sector-driven. 

Our policy makers and legislators recognize the existence of digital divide and are willing to address it. General policy statements on digital divide have been articulated, such as universal access to information, but there are no specific policies, plans, or legislation on digital divide. Also, some government agencies have made independent initiatives to improve computer literacy and access to information, such as community e-centers.

Clearly, there is a need for a comprehensive, unified and strategic approach to bridge digital divide in the Philippines. 

Access to Information


Access to information can be looked at in three ways: content, delivery (telecommunication highways and by-ways) and Internet-enabled appliances (PCs, smart phones), with software as the common thread. 

Admittedly, access to information is only a critical first step. More important is the usage of information, knowledge and technology to upgrade skills, improve processes and transform lives.

In the Philippines, local content needs to be digitized and translated; delivery has improved but is on a catch-up mode; and Internet-enabled appliances remain unaffordable and limited. The recent dramatic increase in mobile phones, thanks to competition and pre-paid phone cards, augurs well for smart phones as Internet-enabled appliances, as they become more powerful and affordable.

The liberalization of telecommunications in the early 90’s increased the number of players from one major telephone company and several local exchange carriers to 77 local exchange carriers, 11 international gateway facilities, 5 mobile phone systems, 15 paging companies, 11 international and domestic record carriers, 8 satellite and VSAT operators and 156 value-added service providers (VAS), including Internet Service Providers (ISPS). 

Selected ICT Key Indicators by ITU on the Philippines shows it needs to catch up with its more advanced neighbors when it comes to access to information: telephone subscribers/100: 21.95; cellular mobile subscribers/100: 17.77; Internet hosts/100: 3.94; Internet users/100: 255.69; estimated PCs/100: 2.17; International Internet bandwidth: 237 mbps.

Philippine Case Findings

a. The Philippines presents a young, literate, English-speaking population open to embrace digital technology, if we were to assume we can replicate the acceptance of digital technology in Metro Manila schools in the rest of the country.

b. We have supportive regulatory and policy regimes, although additional legislation and incentives may be needed to bridge the digital divide.

c. We need to improve access to information, especially outside Metro Manila, through better local content and more affordable Internet-enabled appliances.

d. There should a comprehensive, unified and strategic approach in bridging digital divide in the country.

A Strategic Approach


First, the disadvantaged sectors should be identified, and an analysis of their strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats should be made.


Next, the vision, mission and goals, in the medium or long term, should be clearly stated, with measurable milestones along the way (Example: number of new households online).


Then, principles and strategies should be clearly established. Should the efforts be government or private sector driven? Are the programs comprehensive? How will priorities and accountabilities be established? How will the tasks be shared? How can the programs be sustained? What incentives should be given? How can international cooperation be achieved?

On capacity building, how can early and basic education be assured in the disadvantaged sectors? How can computer literacy be improved? How can open learning and distance education be leveraged to reach the disadvantaged sectors at affordable rates? How will the task of capacity building in disadvantaged sectors be done and shared?

On regulatory and policy regimes, who would be the better champion, the ICT Commission or the Department of ICT? Who should prepare and implement the specific plans and programs addressing the digital divide? How can the programs be unified and coordinated? What laws, policies and incentives should be institutionalized to build human capacity and ensure access to information and knowledge in the disadvantaged sectors? 

On access to information, who would prepare and implement the program to digitize and translate local content? What upgrades are needed in the delivery systems? What programs should be established to reach the commercially unviable and un-served areas? How can these programs be sustained? What incentives and financing can be given to the disadvantaged sectors to improve access, such as making Internet-enabled appliances more affordable? How can the users be motivated to use tools for improving skills and processes? 

Conclusion

In conclusion, let me say the Philippines has the human capacity, as well as the regulatory and policy regimes to embrace digital technology.

We must focus on improving access to information and knowledge, especially outside Metro Manila, by digitizing and translating local content, upgrading the delivery system, and making Internet-enabled appliances more affordable,

We need a strategic approach to address digital divide in the Philippines.

