Working group on the impacts of the ICT on the environment for the World Summit on the Information Society

A lot of questions concerning the information society’s impacts on the environment are open. These are questions like: Do information and communication technologies (ICT) increase or decrease our energy demand? On the one hand side there are ever and ever more applications, Internet surfing time is permanently increasing etc. and on the other hand information technologies allow us to design work processes more energy efficiently or even manage our household. The various positive and negative direct and indirect impacts are numerous and some may even cancel each other out. We are still lacking answers regarding:

What are the main impacts related to the new information and telecommunication technologies (state of the art)? How do we evaluate the risks (methods)? How can we decrease the negative impacts? How to evaluate the impacts of the rebound effect? What role can the politics play? How should these technologies evolve to become more environmentally friendly? How to make them evolving in this way?
In the context of the World Summit on the Information Society, a working group on the impacts of the ICT on the environment has been created. 

Goals

We want to propose the environment as a topic for the summit. Furthermore we want to come up with a declaration/ workshop at the main summit showing the importance of environmental aspects of the information society and raise consciousness by that.

To achieve these goals, the working group will carry out the following activities:

1. Bring together experts to:

· Identify the key points related to this theme;

· Launch collaboration and help politicians to understand the most important environmental issues and their interlinkage with the other aspects of sustainability;

· Provide advice on possible solutions. 

2. Participate at the PrepComs, organise a debate in the preparation phase of the summit.

3. Inform government's representatives aiming to exert influence on their position vis-à-vis environmental consideration.
First declaration

During the first Prepcom, the working group worked out a declaration on principles that should be followed during the preparatory process of the World Summit on the Information Society (see below). Anyone that supports this statement is welcome to contact Yves Loerincik (yves.loerincik@epfl.ch). In addition, we would be very please to have your comments on it and to read your suggestions.
Declaration: ICT and the environment
In conjunction with the social and economic dimensions of sustainable development, environment is a fundamental topic for ICT and should be taken into consideration. The PrepCom1 group on impacts of ICT on the environment made the following remarks and propositions:

- Resource availability is a prerequisite to the further sustainable dissemination of ICT;

- Major positive and negative impacts of ICT on the environment are being observed and expected;

- An action plan on the development and dissemination of ICT should involve the environmental component in an attempt to reduce risks and maximise positive impacts;

- We advocate a stronger and well-defined connection between Johannesburg summit and the WSIS 2003;

- We are carrying on a multi stakeholder dialogue among the private & public sectors, NGOs & scientists and invite further participants and links with related initiatives;

The PrepCom1 group on impacts of ICT on the environment strongly recommends that this topic will be dealt with at WSIS 2003 after further development at PrepCom 2.
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Summary from the first working group meeting

A group of environmental NGOs, government delegation, scientists and IT professionals met Thursday the 4th in Room K2 of the Montbrillant Building on the ITU campus to discuss possible input for the WSIS process. The possible need for a small document for presentation to the Prepcom was debated, as was the focus of the group's activities. Input was regionally balanced from North and South. The impact of ICT on the South in terms of receiving environmental information almost immediately, and of being able to post it on web sites, was highlighted.

The proposed thematic working group began to discuss and identify key issues, which were:

1. To stimulate knowledge building on environmental incidences of ICT;

2. To raise consciousness about the environmental risks and potentials within the information society;

3. To suggest and provide key actions that reduce negative impacts.

Direct impacts of ICT applications involve environmental monitoring. Secondary impacts involve structural changes and decentralization. Tertiary impacts involve life-style change and green consumerism. In relation to knowledge building, questions posed were: what are the main impacts related to the new information technologies; how do we identify the key issues and the potential impacts what is the potential for these technologies to become environmentally friendlier; how to address very fast changing technologies.

The proposed thematic working group also discussed what type of contribution it might make to the WSIS process, network building, and a scientific meeting on environmental impacts of ICT (e.g., a Meeting on Industrial Ecology and Innovative

Technology in December 2003). Key actions and political questions involved: how we could decrease the negative impacts, what role governments played, and how one could make ICT evolution less environmentally damaging.

The Northern Co-Chair of the NGO Steering Committee on Issues Involving the Commission on Sustainable Development offered some inputs. UNEP needs to have a strong presence in this WSIS process. The Johannesburg Partnership Initiatives might be examined for elements involving monitoring, implementation and dissemination through ICT. Should an event deal with ICT in service to the environment? What might an event at the Summit deal with? Groups such as UNEP's Interfaith Partnership for the Environment have possible interest in linking Johannesburg to Geneva. What solutions to problems have occurred in sustainable development due to ICT? And, how might ICT work in support developing North-South environmental partnerships discussed at the Southern NGO Summit held 16-17 March 2002 in Algiers that was sponsored by the government of Algeria. (By Richard Jordan) Source: CONGO newsletter, Friday 5th of july 2002, www.geneva2003.org
