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lvlr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Thank you Sir, for your gracious invitation to address this august Convention. I

am truly honored to be here with you today and to have the opportunity to say a

few words about bridging the digital divide.

Before I begin, I know we all share a deep sadness at the horror of the events of

September 11* in the U.S. We here in Sri Lanka unfortunately know this kind of

sadness only too well. Let us join hands with our brothers and sisters in the US

and elsewhere in the world who were affected by this kagedy of colossal

proportions. lt is a sad commentary of the times we live in.

At the same time, I know from my colleagues at the World Bank and others

around the wodd, that this is a time for recommitment where we cannot let

ourselves be deterred from the vision of a worid in which peace and prosperity

reaches every corner. A recommitment where we will not allow ourselves to

withdraw into our shells or become desensitized to horrors of this nature. A

recommitment to our faith in humanity. And a recommitment to make this a

better world.

This gathering can share in that recommitmenl. The

Commerce, with its 160 year history, is indeed one
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hallowed institutions of its kind in the world. The Chamber remains an enounno
legacy of the great pioneering captains of commerce and industrv,

For it was they, these ancestors, who envisioned a key role for the business
community in the promo on of economic development in our country. So it is
that even as I speak to you, today, this Chamber continues, in the footsteps of
those captains and giants: the hadition of forthrightness. A tradition that
challenges misguided policjes, a tradition of giving strong support to policies that
are progressve and promote economic and socjal development. And a tradition
that takes the country forward, not backward.

l\.4y message to you today is simple. you are the captains of industry. you have
led Sri Lanka into the industrial age. But you may nol rest on your laurels. you
must now become captains of the information and knowledge age . an age
where you need to launch your ships on a greal digital sea. you must navtgate
the new networked world with skill and daring. The success of your voyages will
determine nothing less than the future for Sri Lanka.

ln the next thirty minutes or so, I want you to join me as we chart a course for Sri
Lanka's voyage on lhis new digital sea.

Let me begin with a story. I have a friend, who has two children. Five years ago,
my friend bought his first child a computer and a computer game. lt was a
complicated game of strategy and navigation in another universe. After many
weeks with help from his father, this child developed a strategy to defeat the
computer. Five years passed, and my friend has now bought a new compurer
and a new strategy game for his second child. This new computer had 1O times
the power, at half the cost, and was connected to the Internet. He plays this
game on-line, in realtime, with other people from around the world. He learned to
play not with his father's help, but from other players in the game. He became so
good at the game that he decjded with the help of his on{ine friends to buitd a
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website to share the best strategjes for navigating the game. He even suggesred
to the game designers ways to improve the game. ln six months, the websne
built by this 1'1 year old had more than 75,OOO visits from around the wortd from
other players looking for help.

what changed in the rast five years? rt is that these chirdren and others in both
developed and developing countries became NETWORKED.

Their world became a place where
rmproving the game for everyone; a
national boundaries or language; a
regardless of one's station in life.

connections led to sharing knowledge and
world where cooperation is not limited by
world where ability and motivation count,

Five years from now, most analysts predict that the majority of people connected
to the Internet will be in develooinq countries. Among them wjll be more young
chaldren, many right here in Sri Lanka. l\rany of them will become leaders in a
new kind of world - a "networked" wona.

I tell you this story because embedded in it are many of the key cha enges of
charting a successful course in the era of globalization. Like these children, we
will have to find our way through a very different universe and we wjll have ro rap
into the network of knowredge to rearn from others, and for others to rearn from
us.

The digital sea is a sea of networks. lt flows in all directions. Networks are rne
defining structure of the 21st century - all kinds of networks _ social, potitjcal.
economrc, and particularly information and knowledge networks. The digital
divide is a divide between those who are connected and those who are not. The
stark reality, however, is that somewhere between a third and a hatf of the
world's population has never exchanged information through a phone calt. In
January 2000, among 72 million Internet hosts in the world, less than 3 mill ion
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belonged to developing countries. And while close to half.the world's population

is in east and south Asia, less than 5 out of 100 people living in these countries

are connected to lhe Internet, compared to about 60 in the U.S.

So what are the special characteristics of information and knowledge networks

and whal do we need to know in order lo navioate successfullv?

First, you need to keep in mind thal networks are not hierarchical. By this I

mean there is no obvious chain of command. Power and control are highly

distributed, and activities can be compartmentalized or widely shared. Andso

this means that you will need to be agile, and those on the front line will need

to be empowered to make decisions in real time.

A second characteristic of networks is that they are dynamic -they grow and

change. The route between two points is often different every time.

Therefore, you cannot always rely on your map, you will have to learn to

sense when the winds are changing. And when you are dealing with

networks, past experience may be a poor predictor of future challenge.

. A third significant point is that participation in electronic networks is difficult to

control - the barriers lo enlry are very low. This means that you will face great

opportunity but with fierce competition. And it also means that many

inexperienced people will join the networks - some of them sinking and taking

others with them.

So as we chart our course let us remember that we are sailing on a sea of

networks where many of the old rules of navigation no longer apply. We will

have to navigate with a new awareness.

Next, we need to understand what drives the currents and winds. They are

driven by a powerful force which compresses space and time. A force that
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respects no boundaries. We call this force globalization, We must understand

this force because it rules the netlvorks. And as the networks grow, globalization

only becomes more powerful.

Globalization drives a level of integration for individ uals, corporations, and nation-

states which reaches farther, faster, deeper, and is cheaper than ever before. On

the hopeful side, we now live in a world where communications and commerce

are global, where today mobile technology is almost magical, and where ambition

for a better life is now universal. No surprise therefore that cocoa farmers in the

lvory Coast and agricultural workers in the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh are

using wireless telephones to access information locally and globally.

Globalization can bring prosperity, but it also brings great challenges. People

and cultures with differing views are brought together at a pace that many of us

find hard to manage. We will have to find ways to preserve unique local

cultures, while appreciating and benefiting from the global perspective.

The first lesson therefore is that Globalization drives integration. And that brings

us to the second lesson we must learn as captains in this new age - how to

harness globalization for development.

In this regard, Sri Lanka has already done a lot of things right in my view -

liberalizing the economy; deregulating and pr;vatizing the telecom sector

(although there is stil l need for more broadbasing); unleashing the private sector;

and phenomenal improvements in infant health, basic literacy, and several other

social indices that put us ahead of many developing countries. We can be

justifiably proud that almost every child is enrolled in school and 90% of the

oooulation is literate. But we must do even better to harness this hard earned

advantage. Let me suggest a few pointers:

First, and perhaps most obvious, we must create a stable, secure, and inclusive

political environment. In a world where half the population - 3 bill ion people -
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l ive on less than Rs. $2 a day - and in our own country where nearly half the

population live on less than Rs. 180 (92) a day - we cannot afford to have more

instability. We must recognize this and resolve our differences. Globalization

isolates unstable countries. lf we do not get our own house in order, the

punishment we will receive from the local and global -markets in the long term

will make the last 15 years of civil strife seem mild in comparison. Indeed, we

can well lose all we have gained from our hard earned record of progress in

Iiteracy and health and open economic policies. This is a problem only the

people on this island - and that is us - can solve. lf we do not, we will have only

ourselves to blame for our lost future and the lost future of our children. Let me

add that terrorism, suicide bombing, insurgencies and effectively the lack of

peace lead to more poverty. Peace is not only a moral imperative; it is also an

economic necessity. Put another way the conquest of poverty is the quest for

peace.

Second, we need to invest in communications connectivity and related

information technology. Many people rightly ask the question, why should we

invest in computers? Shouldn't we focus first on clean water, food security,

befter roads and electricity? The answer is of course yes, but remember that

successful efforts in community development require one resource more than

any other - that is, information and the exchange of information and knowledge.

Computers, especially personal computers are simply one device that can plug

you into a networked world - albeit a particularly powerful device for accessing

and managing information. The more important investment is in connectivity - in

information communication technologies. lt is communications connectivity that

can bring information to people, bring people together, and bring knowledge to

bear on difficult problems. Connectivity must therefore become a national

priority. For instance, Jamaica's lT Strategy calls for all Jamaicans to have an e-

mail account, accessible at least through their local post olfices by 2002. I

believe that our economic and social development will depend on giving

everyone inexpensive and effective connectivity to both local and global
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networks. Given lhat our basic literacy is so high relative to many countries, we

need to ask the question, why haven't we been able to benefit more from it ? |

think one answer is lack of broad access to information and ideas which

stimulate creativity and entrepreneurship.

Let me now turn to one of the better examples of innovative approaches to

expanding information access in developing countries. lt is right here in Sri

Lanka. And it is called the Kothmale Project, which is UNESCO sponsored

where villagers are logging onto the internet through their local community radio

station. You don't even need a computer. Listeners call in, mail in, and drop off

their questions to the station. Then, local bilingual experts (lawyers, doctors,

teachers) browse the internet, translate the information, and build a community

database of the answers. Listeners can come to the station to further explore the

web. I understand there are plans to expand connectivity to local village libraries

and perhaps begin providing dialup internet service. This suggests to me that

our problem is not a brain drain, but that we simply have to connect the many

good brains we have. This is such a great example because the focus is on

giving people access to information and then managing the results of the access

for the community's benefit. Computers were only a tool to achieve that

objective. Connectivity, information management, and community participation

were the keys.

People sometimes say to me, all this lT is fine for those of you who live in the

U.S. where everybody is connected and has computers, There is, of course,

some truth to that, but highly developed countries like the U.S. also have

structural problems with old style regulations. But developing countries like India

and China are steaming ahead. I must tell you that we recently worked with

China on a project to create a high quality distance learning and video-

conferencing site in a very under privileged and remote location. What was

interesting was that we found China had already laid new fiber optic connectivity

very near this remote rural area. They have leap-frogged from nothing to slate
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of the art - better connectivity than I can get in my neighborhood in suburban

Washington which is stil l not wired for broadband connections.

In addition to peace and connectivity, we must invest in information and

technology literacy. Sri Lanka differs from our neighbors like lndia and Malaysia

in our relatively low investment in terliary education. For us to gain the real

benefits of globalization, we will need to create a pool of highly skilled lT workers

who work globally and live locally. This means education is needed in

sophisticated skills of information management, analysis, and programming.

Certainly some of this investment should be made in primary and secondary

schools: regrettably, the lT revolution has not yet entered Sri Lankan schools.

Currently we have no provision for lT in the national curriculum; for every'l0,000

students there is only 1 computer; internet access for schoolchildren is almost at

zero. And on a broad scale, lT literacy among our teachers is also near zero. At

the same time, more than 30% of our schools Iack electricity.

And then we have the challenge at the level of higher education, as 75% of our

population are over the age of 14. Thisyear,overT0 million people are receiving

education over the Internet. As the CEO of CISCO Systems recently said, "the

two great equalizers in life today are the Internet and education." Whether it is

radio-mediated web browsing or interactive video classrooms connected to the

best global providers of education, Sri Lanka must get connected.

And so we need a more general campaign to provide lT literacy skills and access

to information as a basic right of every Sri Lankan. Creating knowledge affluent

societies is the need for every economic need. We should, for example, be

investing in distance learning centers targeted to learners of all ages. Recently

Uganda and Ghana used the World Bank's distance learning network to train

teachers through interactive video. The teachers could be trained in their own

schools without travel. In another program, distance learning sites were set up in

schools, and then on evenlngs and weekends these facilities were opened to the



Bridging the Digi lal Divide: e-Bus ness and Globalization

community. Distance learning networks make it possible to bring scarce

specialists into every classroom, and thereby expand the curriculum for even

remote schools.

Recently the lvlinister of Finance in Chjna said to me, "l have the money and the

resources to build schools, but I cannot get the best of my teachers to go to the

rural areas - so please give us Distance Learning." And I'm glad to say that here

in Colombo, as agreed between the President of Sri Lanka and the President of

the World Bank, a Distance Learning Center will be delivered by November. This

venture -which has the potential to expand to other parts of the country--has an

interesting business model that provides for strong private sector participation

and management. And this Chamber too is embarking on a welcome initiative to

establish the Sri Lanka Development Gateway, a partner of the Global

Development Gateway, which is a joint World Bank, private sector and multi-

donor venture. A formal signing ceremony took place eadier this evening to get

the project going. As a center-piece it has a Internet-based portal focused on

sharing knowledge and issues on economic and social development. The Global

Development Gateway also has Country Gateways that will now link the Sri

Lankan Country Development Gateway. Through this it will foster the use of the

Internet and other information technologies for e-government, e-business, e-

collaboration, e-learning and knowledge-sharing among development

stakeholders the world over. The Development Gateway Foundation, which is in

its initial stages, will promote, through grant funding, innovative approaches to

the use of information and communication technologies in less privileged areas.

Sri Lanka could well beneflt from this over time. And this Chamber can Dlav a

much needed sponsorship and leadership role.

That said, the task of migration to global connectivity may seem overwhelming.

But, Sri Lanka has effectively embraced major changes before. We have

responded admirably to the agricultural revolution and to the industrial revolution.

We have entered successfully into global trade in both agricultural producls and

I
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manufactured goods. The lady with a good job making garments from my home

town in Kandy to be sold in Russia knows what globalization means. She would

certainly be more motivated and do a better job if she and her colleagues see for

themselves, through the internet, how other players in competition are

responding to the market. But Sri Lanka is in danger of missing the opportunities

of the information revolution. Our neighbors are invested heavily in lT literacy.

For instance, the World Bank has just outsourced some of its accounting

transaction processing to Chennai, India - a few miles from here, joining a

stream of worldwide enterprises reaching out for global advantage. These

enterprises are outsourcing to area in the world where there is a combination of

competent human resources, the right level of investments, political and

economic stability, and -if I may add-stability in the provision of basic support

services, not least of which lhe availability of electricity round the clock! We

cannot afford to miss these opportunities to play a leading role in providing off-

shoring services to the world community, and creating related high wage jobs.

Let me tum to lwo olher examples to illustrate my point on the issue of computer

literacy. In Thailand, with the assistance of the World Bank, they are setting up

internet kiosks in rural community centers as a joint government and private

sector program. In Chilie, South America, their education sector is fully

connected-this includes more than 5000 schools and some 24 Universities, The

Universities are providing technical assistance to the network and to the schools.

A key aspect of these programs is the involvement of the community in general

and the private sector in particular. This Chamber with it's impressive network of

members could do something similar in Sri Lanka. Without a major national

effort and leadership from the privale sector, we could be left on the sidelines of

the most important revolution so far. As Sir Arthur Clarke, who lives here, would

say, "lt is time to exploit the inevitable."

Let me also say a few words about the role of government. Govemment needs

to lead by example rather than by regulation. A key role that needs to be played

'10
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is one of enabling policies and the provision of freedorn and incentives to the

private sector who are at the heart of this engine that will help navigate the ship

through the digital ocean. We have seen study after study, task forces,

committees, more committees and working groups, and lofty policy statements

on the importance of lT over the last several years. But_ real progress still eludes

us. The time to act is now. The opportunities for improving the quality of

government services with information and communications technology are

tremendous. Here are some examples ofwhat is happening around us:

. In poverty-stricken, tribal dominated rural areas of Madhya Pradesh illiterate

villagers are using intermediaries and internet kiosks to get the best prices for

agricultural produce.

. In Seo Paulo, Brazil, the state government has created Centers for Helping

the Citizen. These bring together multiple state and municipal government

agencies to provide services to citizens in a single location.

. And as you know, in Singapore, computerization has driven simplification of

the shipment handling in the government operated port, improving efficiency

by an order of magnitude and providing the private sector major relief.

These countries and govelnments are getting into the space of +Government

not because they simply want to join a new fad ora seasonal fashion. They are

doing this to become efficient. They are doing this to provide services that make

things easier for the common man and for the business community. They are

also doing this to attack the issues of corruption and lack of transparency. They

are also doing this to trim the bureaucracy. Let me add that in relative terms, Sri

Lanka has the largest bureaucracy pel capita in Asia.

Let me now turn to the subject of e-business, which of course will remain a pipe

dream for coming generations without connectivity, computer literacy and support

from both the government and the private sector. This Annual convenlion has a

rich agenda with many speakers more competent than l, who will deal at length

11
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with this subject. So let me confine my remarks to a felv words of caution from

my own experience.

As many people have now learned, the internet is not a business strategy any

more than the telephone was a business strategy or the computer was a

business strategy. e-Business can't substitute for business strategy, but e-

Business can prove a useful tool: For example, the lnternet may give Sri Lankan

businesses access to new markets or new lines of business. Recently, I saw in

the news that a German housewife had ordered a bicycle through the website of

Singer Sri Lanka. The payment included airfreight of the bicycle to Germany. I

am sure there are several other examples too, but the point here is that there is

much potential for major market expansion if handled right.

l\y'y second caution is - Get the foundation right. e-Business requires internal

systems to support the business processes, payment systems, and logistics from

end lo end. Experience has shown that e-business immediately exposes

weaknesses in your business processes. For example, if your website generates

a lot of new demand that you are not prepared to meet, your customers may lose

confidence, and you may lose them forever. The market is unforgiving!

And my third caution is - Get the customer interface right. Make it easy enough

to use so that you don't end up with a major technical support cost. There are a

lot of "vanity" websites out there that no customer can make work and that have

never generated any money for the company. But it is stil l nice to look at! lf

listening to the customer was important in your bricks and mortar enterprise, it is

doubly important in an e.business enterprise where your competition is a click

away.

The convenience of around the clock access by customers and deep dismunts

that preclude reasonable profit are not sustainable ebusiness strategies. What

really adds to the value proposition from the customer's point of view is relevant
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customer-centric informalion. These include customer order hislories, guidance

to other items they may want, opportunity to customize the product to their
needs, real time tracking of fulfillment process, and the ability to pull other related
information like specialty news into their view of the information.

A lot of e-business ventures have set sail in the last few years. lvlany of these
were operating with a high degree of skill in navigating in a networked world and
were operating in countries with a successful strategy for harnessing
globalization. Nonetheless they sank and took a lot of investors with lhem. They
sank because they thought the internet alone was a strategy. They sank
because they thought that market share based on deep discounts of commodity
producls could substitute for profit. They sank because their intemal processes

collapsed under the pressures of a huge increase in demand. They sank

because they added no value beyond simple convenience of on-line ordering. In
effect, they failed to chart a realistic course.

As we think about charting the course for Sri Lanka, it is useful to reflect on our
history. From the perspective of human history the world has been shrinking for
years and the networks have been expanding and deepening. When the
Chinese and Arabs first came to the Green lsland off the Indian Coast - that was
then Serendib and now Sri Lanka - there were only two roules along which

commerce between the East and West could pass. One was the famous Silk
Road, lheotherwasthe perilous Eastern Sea Lane across the Indian Ocean. Sri
Lanka was a major staging area on this trade route, And so even then, we were
at a key intersection in the Network of Commerce. What is different today is that

with the advent of information technology, we are now in a global sea where our
lsland, other islands, and continents are all connected. No country, even if it is
geographically an island, can remain an island in this sea. In a global economy,
no country can afford to be disconnected from the networked world.
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I have spoken about the importance of access to g,lobal information and

knowledge to improve the lives of our people and our economy. I have touched

on the fact that nearly half of our population live on less than Rs. 180 a day; that

only one in 10,000 of our children in schools have a computer and that lT literacy

among our school children and teachers is neat zero. Every minute that goes by

millions out there be they in schools, in our rural areas, in businesses, in the

markets are looking for information and knowledge to better their lives. Without

access there is frustration and missed opportunities. And yet, 100 per cent of our

children are in schools; and 90 per cent of our people are literate.

Are these mere statistics that we hear and can ignore? And what do these

statistics tell us? Asked about concerns he may have at the loss of thousands of

citizens, Stalin is said to have remarked : a single death is a tragedy, but a mill ion

is a mere statistic! Stalin was a bad and ruthless manl But does his comment

reflect on him, or were his insights about all of us-where life goes on while

people are deprived and suffer ?

Let me tell you one more story - a sad story that was carried in the European

and African press some time ago - that illustrates my key point. Two boys from

Guinea in West Africa, Yaguine Koita and Fode Tounkara, ages 14 and 15, tried

to escape the poverty of their home country by sneaking on board the landing

gear of an airliner headed for Brussels, At a certain altitude the temperature in

the unpressurized compartment was 55 degrees below zero. When the plane

arrived in Brussels, they were discovered. Yaguine and Fode were dead. A

letter they were carrying in their clothing read: "Help us. We suffer a lot in Africa.

We have no ights as children. We have no food. We have war and il lness. We

have schools but lack education. We want to study. And we in Africa want to be

like you."

Yaguine and Fode's story could easily have been a Sri Lankan story.
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It is up to you to ensure that for Sri Lanka, globalization wears lhe face of hope

and opportunity, not the face of isolation and desperation. lt is up to you to chart

the course across the digital sea - across the digital divide. Simply put, it is up to

you to make sure we do not miss the boat.

Using the image of the sea and the ocean the words of Shakespeare still ring

true:

There is a tide in the affairs of men

Which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyages of their l ife

ls bound in shallows and in miseries

On such a full sea are we now afloat

And we must take the current when it serves

Or lose our ventures.

N/r. Chairman, recall the examples of what is going around us in the rest of the

wodd. Recall the story of my friend's two children learning to play the computer

games and defining the rules of the game along with others in the world who are

connected. Recall the tragic story of Yaguine and Fode These are children who

want to be part of the networked world, and to thrive in it. N/il l ions of children,

factory workers, salesmen and women, farmers and artisans, businesses and

olher communities may want to be part of that wodd. Whether lhey are in or out,

whether they will prosper or not, will depend on whether our fingerprints are

among that group of the world community who made it happen!

Thank you for the opportunity, and thank you for your gracious hospitality.
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