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Knowledge and its swift, effective application has become a key to competitiveness, creating jobs, commercial innovation, and the sustaining of environmentally-sensitive growth in the global economy. But no single country in Europe can invest enough in the equipment and people to hope 

to generate by itself enough of the winning inventions and scientific discoveries, let alone apply them. 

The Union's Research and Technological Development (RTD) policy is aimed at maximising the performance and potential of its Member States by forging collaborations between them and by coordinating their national efforts.  This is I think the spirit and context of what the Union’s involvement aims to achieve in terms also of the opening up of the programme to its future Member States, including Cyprus.

The challenge of course is a difficult one. The EU as a whole spends only around 2% of its gross domestic product on R&D compared to around 3% for the US and Japan and it has been far less effective than these two in creating best-selling products out of its scientific achievements. 

But things change and they are. With the coming of the new Commission under President Prodi there is a new approach to R&D and in particular to the Information Society. 

I will focus on an aspect of the Information Society that is both relevant and I am sure touches all of us here today. The Commission has made it its objective to have the Internet in every home and school, and in every business and administration in the 15-nation European Union (EU) by the year 2004. The initiative launched only last December is called – eEurope. 
But the road to this electronic Europe is a long one. The fact is that a year ago fewer than 10% of Europeans were connected to the Internet, as against nearly 25% of Americans. In June just 60 million Europeans were using the Internet, as compared to more than 80 million in the United States, which has a much smaller population than the EU.

The Commission’s initiative stems from the realisation that information technology creates jobs and can improve the daily lives of everyone, from motorists to the disabled, form students to the ill. 

Most EU countries have yet to take the Internet. Relatively speaking, far more Finns and Swedes are connected to the Internet than Americans; but the picture is very different in the southern half of the EU, and more particularly in Greece and Portugal. However, Europe is ahead when it comes to mobile phones and digital television, two fully electronic devices.

eEurope, which is expected to bring together the EU, its member states, and its businesses and citizens, has 10 priority areas of action. The first of these relates to young people and schools. EU member states have already undertaken to provide every school with Internet access by 2002, in line with their common employment guidelines. The goal now proposed for the end of 2001 is access not only for schools but also public places, including those located in the most disadvantaged areas.

But eEurope is also designed to reduce the cost of Internet access, and a number of EU-wide measures are already envisaged. Electronic commerce is another area of activity for eEurope.

What is envisaged here is a series of complementary measures aimed at increasing consumer confidence and helping small and medium-sized enterprises, to be taken in addition to EU legislation, including legislation in course of adoption.

Students and researchers have not been forgotten. eEurope also provides for multimedia networks, which would transmit information, sound and pictures between every university, research and vocational training centre, including those set up to help people retrain for new jobs. The fifth of the 10 priority areas of action centres on smart cards which could be used throughout the EU. These computerised bits of plastic can be used to make calls from telephone boxes, access health services, watch programmes on pay television and surf the Internet from public places. Some cards serve as electronic purses.

The sixth of the eEurope areas of activity would be financing high-tech SMEs. The aim is better co-ordination of existing European financing mechanisms, and the introduction of complementary ones – in order to prevent European ideas and innovations crossing the Atlantic, to be exploited by American firms, as often happens.

eEurope also seeks to ensure that disabled people benefit from the information society like everyone else. To ensure that all electronic communication products can be used by the disabled, European technical standards must take their needs into account. Manufacturers, in other words, must keep the disabled in mind when designing their products. 

Information technology has an important role to play, at the European level, in health matters in general. It can monitor contagious diseases and facilitate communication between hospitals, laboratories, chemists, doctors and rest homes. This is the eighth area of activity, which also covers European medical libraries which can be consulted from a PC as they are on line. What is more, by the end of 2003 all Europeans should have a smart card to access information on their health.

Information technology also has a part to play in improving transport and reducing the number of accidents. The messages flashed electronically to motorists have reduced by 85% the number of accidents due to fog on motorways. Motorists and passengers needing help or access to emergency services will be able to obtain them by dialling 112. But eEurope will also work to improve electronic safety devices installed in new cars, and to develop information systems for itineraries and traffic conditions.

The last of the 10 areas of activity deals with Internet use by government departments to keep people informed. The authorities would be encouraged to use the Internet to provide information on legal, cultural and environmental matters - and to consult their constituents. eEurope even envisages on-line income tax forms!

The European Commission’s initiative was well received by EU heads of state or government at their Helsinki summit in December. They will look at it in detail in March, during a special meeting devoted to employment, economic reform and social cohesion. The eEurope action plan should be finalised in June, for implementation between 2000 and 2004.

With these very practical and beneficial examples of what can be achieved, rather of what is being achieved, I wish you every success in your deliberations.
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