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Introduction





1.		The HKITF and the HKISPA, which between them represent most of the major Information Technology Vendors and Businesses and Internet Service Providers in Hong Kong, have previously submitted Papers to the LegCo Panel on Information Policy on the Development of an Information Super-Highway and the Internet and their representatives have attended four meetings of this Panel at which the knowledgeable opinions of a wide cross section of the Public and Private Sector communities were presented and discussed.





2.	Additionally our representatives attended the first meeting, held on 21st March 1997, of the new Information Infrastructure Advisory Committee (IIAC) convened by the Office of the Telecommunications Authority (OFTA).





3.		In this Paper we will not repeat all of the telling arguments which have already been so admirably presented in previous Panel Papers.  Rather this Paper seeks to build on the clear lessons that have been learned from the valuable discussions arising from such Papers and to propose an immediate and practical way forward.





Initial Clarification





4.		Throughout the discussions under review it has been emphasised by many speakers that the development of an Information Infrastructure is not primarily a technical matter but rather is an issue of vital importance to the community as a whole with many wide reaching ramifications.  For this reason in this Paper we will refer to the establishment of an Information Society which will enable Hong Kong to maintain and progress its competitive position in the Information Age which is already upon us.


�



Submission





5.		A striking feature of the independent submissions made by a wide spectrum of Hong Kong society ranging from idealistic social commentators to hard-headed businessmen to enthusiastic technologists and to canny academics is that, whilst there have naturally been some differences in detail, there has been no disagreement on the basic concepts and requirements.  These may be summed up as follows:





A.	The establishment of an Information Society concerns each and every member of the community and every sector of our society.  At a fundamental level it must involve the education of our children from Primary to Graduate school;  at more specific levels it concerns the Re-Engineering of Business Practices and Government Procedures, the use of Electronic Commerce in both the Private and the Public sectors, and Major Changes to our Social Environment.  The Information Society will have a profound affect on how all of us live, work and enjoy our leisure.





B.	It is essential that Hong Kong co-ordinates closely with our international partners.  This is particularly important in respect of the adoption of Standards which are vital for maintaining proper inter-operability as the Global Information Society develops and becomes more complex. 





C.	Such is the speed of world-wide development that Hong Kong simply cannot afford to wait any longer.  Hong Kong must strive to forge ahead to establish and maintain a position, not only demonstrably more advanced than our Asian neighbours, but in the forefront of the international community.  Given our compact size, financial resource and existing excellent physical telecommunications infrastructure there is no reason why Hong Kong should not become a world leader in the Global Information Society, provided we have the vision and that we can harness the will, both political and financial, of Government, of the Private Sector and of the Community at large, and in that order.  Don’t let us miss this once in a generation opportunity for lack of interest and inertia on the part of those with the authority to make it happen.





D.	The planning and implementation of the Information Society will be very complex, involving as it does so many diverse issues ranging from education through technology to government and business practices and procedures and, not to be overlooked, to fundamental social change.
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E.	The construction of the Information Society is far too complex to be left to chance or to the uncertainties of private commercial interests.  It will have a far greater impact on the future of Hong Kong than the construction of the New Airport and it deserves as much if not more attention.





F. 	The concept of governmental laissez faire is as entirely inappropriate to the Information Society as it is, for example, to the provision of public health services.  There is already an overdue need for direction and leadership.





Recommendations





6.		The Government should take immediate steps (that is in a matter of weeks rather than of months) to establish what for the purposes of this paper we will call an Information Society Task Force, but which might possibly take a form such as an Independent Commission for the Development of the Information Society (ICDIS). 





7.		This Task Force should be set-up under the immediate authority and patronage of His Excellency The Governor, or the Chief Executive from 1st July 1997, and should be chaired by a prominent representative of the Private Sector, probably a member of EXCO.  This will ensure that Hong Kong places similar importance on this issue as are most other countries - the President’s Information Infrastructure Task Force in the United States for example.





8.		The objectives and principal tangible benefits associated with the establishment of the Information Society Task Force will include:





a.	Raising the entire community awareness, from the very highest to the most humble, to the reality of the Information Society and to the economic and social opportunities created thereby.  Very fundamentally this will require changing the very fabric of our education systems so as to bring up our children not just to be computer literate but more importantly to be familiar and comfortable with the Global Information Society and with the knowledge to make proper use of it for learning, for work and for leisure.





b.	Creating an Information Society environment as standard throughout the public and private sectors ensuring that Hong Kong remains one of the most efficient places in the world to do business, coupled with the building of a labour force skilled in information technology at all levels, both of which are vital ingredients in attracting overseas corporations to invest in Hong Kong.
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c.	Encouraging Hong Kong companies to invest in the development of Information Society products and services and providing them with the opportunities to do so.





d.	Ensuring that Hong Kong’s physical information technology infrastructure remains one of the best, or preferably the best, in the world.	





9.		Membership of the Task Force must be balanced between the Public and the Private Sectors.  It must include the most senior Government Policy Secretaries, and in particular the Chief Secretary and the Financial Secretary, together with representatives of business and industry, of academia, of the technical sector and of the community at large.  		





10.		The Information Society Task Force will have the role of setting high-level Policy and to ensure that such policy is implemented it must be an Executive Body (definitely not just an advisory body) with access to adequate funding.  It must have its own Secretariat, well staffed by highly competent full time employees drawn from both the Public and the Private Sectors, headed by an Executive Director who is himself well versed in the multiple requirements of the Information Society, or who is strongly supported by someone with that knowledge.





11.		Co-ordinated by the Secretariat of the Information Society Task Force will be a number of independent executive Action Groups which, depending on the nature of their tasks, will be differently constituted and typically may include:





a.	Action Groups comprising representatives of Government, of quasi-Government corporations, of professional and business associations, and of the universities as may be appropriate to initiate and progress action in specific areas.





b.	Independent private sector representative and executive bodies.  The Electronic Commerce Association currently being initiated by Tradelink is an example of such a model.





c.	Public/private sector advisory committees working with public sector executive bodies.  The new Information Infrastructure Advisory Committee (IIAC) working with OFTA is an example of this model.
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12.		Executive Action Groups will be required for each of the many tasks required to establish and maintain the Information Society.  Some of the initial tasks will include:





a.	A Funding Action Group, both to raise and to dispense funds.  It must be recognised right from the start that the establishment of the Information Society will take money - a lot of money (certainly many millions and possibly billions of dollars) - but without this expenditure the good ship Hong Kong Inc. will be dead in the water:  it is a case of spending money to make money.  Much of this money will have to come from public funds and reserves, as it already does in most countries.   





b.	Probably at least two separate Education Action Groups:  One concentrating on academic education from primary to graduate schools and the other devoted to adult education aimed at the whole community ranging from senior executives to factory workers to farmers.





c.	One or more internal Government Action Groups to define policies and initiate action throughout the whole government sector to move quickly towards the establishment and use of Information Society procedures and technologies.  The task force already established under the Secretary for the Treasury is a welcome first step.





d.	An independent private sector Action Group to co-ordinate the development of Electronic Commerce, both domestically and internationally.  The proposed Electronic Commerce Association will undertake this task.





e.	A Legal Action Group to study the domestic and international implications of the Global Information Society and to initiate the legislative processes that may be required.





f.	One or more Development Action Groups to encourage and initiate the participation of Hong Kong companies in the development of Information Society products and services to enable Hong Kong to play a significant (and profitable) role in the overall development of the Global Information Society.





g.	One or more Action Groups to further develop Hong Kong’s physical (wires-in-the-ground) infrastructure.  The OFTA/IIAC initiative is clearly one of these.


�






13.		We urge the Members of this Panel to pass on these recommendations to the main body of LegCo and to the highest levels of Government as a matter of urgency.  Let us not live to regret that the Hong Kong Government has done too little too late.











------------------------------------------------------------











The Members and Councils of the HKITF and HKISPA stand ready to offer whatever assistance they may and would most willing to discuss these issues in detail with Panel Members, with the Hong Kong Government and with others who may be concerned in the establishment of the Hong Kong Information Society.
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