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INTRODUCTION





This paper informs the panel the position, comments and recommendations from the Hong Kong Internet Service Providers Association on the development of the information superhighway and Internet in Hong Kong.





BACKGROUND





2.	The Hong Kong Internet Service Providers Association was formed in November, 1996.  The member companies of the Association account for over 75% of the Hong Kong Internet user market by estimation.  The charter of the Association includes:


Promote industry cooperation to foster the development of Internet infrastructure in Hong Kong


Advocate fair competition and market development within the industry


Comment to the government on the development and revision of policies and laws relating to the Internet and information technology and service in Hong Kong.


Develop the Code of Practice for the Internet industry and promote for its adoption.





VIEWS ON POLICY DEVELOPMENT





3.	The Association concurs with the Government view that Hong Kong is already in the forefront of the world in the development of the physical infrastructure to meet the demands of the Information Age.  As the Government also realises, this development has been undertaken by private sector telecommunications service operators.  However, in view of regional competition and changing telecommunications paradigms, we believe the Government should review its long-term policy to take a more engaging role in information infrastructure development.





4.	The Association recommends the Government to place due priority on the development of a blueprint for an information infrastructure for Hong Kong, as the territory is lagging severely compared to our regional competing economies in this regard.  The Government has yet to assign a branch or department as a focal and coordinating point for the development of this blueprint and related policies.  





5.	The Association appeals to the Government to allocate sufficient funding to the industry and the education sector to develop research in information infrastructure development, while taking special care to promote and protect, but not interfere with the fair, competitive market dynamics.  





REGULATORY FRAMEWORK





6.	The Association supports a Government review on the regulatory framework in Hong Kong on communications, information technology, telecommunications, and broadcasting, and to consider the development of a converged regulatory framework for the above areas, due to inevitable technological changes.  The Association also supports the establishment of legislation in Hong Kong to protect fair competition and guard against anti-competitive practices in the telecommunications market.  





ADVISORY FRAMEWORK





7.	The Association welcomes in principle the formation of the Information Infrastructure Advisory Committee (IIAC).  However, according to the Terms of Reference of IIAC which we received from the Office of Telecommunications Authority (OFTA), no government representative other than the Director General of OFTA (as the Chairman) is included in IIAC.  We believe that the Broadcasting, Culture and Sport Branch, Economic Services Branch, Education and Manpower Branch, Home Affairs Branch, Trade and Industry Branch, Education Department, Information Services Department, Information Technology Services Department, Intellectual Property Department -- if not others -- should also be included -- at least until a coordinating department in the Government for Information Infrastructure policies can be identified, or even established.  We are concerned if important issues can truly be effectively addressed in IIAC.  Clearly most key issues that concern information infrastructure development are beyond the scope of telecommunications regulation. 





8.	One major goal of IIAC is for to help make the economic position of Hong Kong more competitive, and so the Association believes the involvement of the business and industrial community, including groups like the General Chamber of Commerce, for example, is essential.  Also, since education is fundamental to the development of the information infrastructure and the human resources to support it, the Association believes that it is critical to include the education sector in IIAC, from local universities and schools, as well as teachers’ groups, like the Hong Kong Professional Teachers Union.  





9.	The Association believes IIAC should expand the relative representation of Internet access and service providers and Internet user groups, since the Internet is clearly a major part of the Information Superhighway and definitely where the most activities are taking place commercially and technologically.  However, according to OFTA information, Internet access and service providers are grossly under-numbered (one) in IIAC, compared to traditional telephone carriers and telecommunications users.  





EDUCATION





10.	The Association would like to express its support for Government policies geared toward educating about the Internet and computers in schools, but regret the lack of any coherent computer education policy in Hong Kong, from kindergarten to tertiary institutions.  Furthermore, we hope that the Government will not continue to rely on and take advantage of the goodwill of the industry to provide services such as free Internet access to schools, as in the present.  We request that future projects undertaken by the Education Department be properly funded by the Government and handled with due and open procurement procedure to ensure fairness and service quality.





CONTROL OF OBSCENE MATERIALS





11.	The Internet service industry, including representatives of the Association, met with the Broadcasting, Culture and Sport Branch on February 19 on the Government’s policy decision on the regulation of obscene and indecent materials transmitted through the Internet.  The Association believes the current initiative is more practicable and reasonable than before, and we are currently drafting a Code of Practice, for which we will be in continuous consultation with the BCSB.
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