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1. e-South Eastern Europe (eSEEurope)  was launched in last December in London, following the endorsement of an ICT Initiative by the Stability Pact in October 2000. Sweden was appointed Chair of eSEEurope and Croatia was chosen Co-chair to be followed by Macedonia. The Initiative falls under Working Table II of the Stability Pact (www.stabilitypact.org)





2. eSEEurope encompases Romania, Macedonia, Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Croatia, Bulgaria, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Albania. Already from the beginning the EU Commission and Greece have been active partners of the Initiative.





3. eSEEurope main objective is to bridge the digital divide, which threatens to leave the countries in the region behind the development in the European Union and elsewhere, where ICT has been employed to further economic growth and general development of the society. Countries ending up on the wrong side of the digital gap will face new barriers to international trade and co-operation.





The aim is to add value to other activities in the field by focusing on strategies and measures, which promote the region as a whole and inspire bench marking and best practices within the region.





4. eSEEurope has been able to draft an Action Plan, which targets the three sectors of e-government, e-business and e-education. The representatives of the countries, who have taken part in the drafting of the Plan, are committed to the objectives and strategies and measures  which were laid down in the plan.





The Action Plan addresses governments, but relies for its implementation on the active involvement also of the business community and the civil society in the region. Civil society is of particular concern in this respect. Joint ventures between business, international financial institutions and governments are encouraged. 





Among the important objectives identified  are the need to survey already existing international ICT development programs in the region and to identify major structural obstacles, for example unfair tax rules or legal obstacles. 





To increase the Internet penetration and stem the brain drain, particularly targeting the youth of the region, is another one. De-regulation and privatisation of the telecom sector, within a sound regulatory frame, is important in order to promote competition and increase access to all through lower tariffs. 





5. Not only is there a clear correlation between  economic development in the region  and ICT proliferation, but the new technology also in itself creates new options not found in the ”old ”economy. There is a distinct  possibility for the region and individual countries to ”leapfrog”  and end up at the forefront of the new technology. 





In reality it would mean that a country, with a rather low  level of economic development in the region, might adopt an ICT- strategy in a specific area, which would propel it to the fore and set an example for the rest of the region. 





The implementation of such a strategy with a successful result would  also have impact on other sectors within the government, as well as for the private sector and the general public. ICT implementations have unique spin off effects thanks to their roles as catalysts or prisms, through which  government administration or business transactions are to be seen. e-Procurement offers a good example.





6. The Internet penetration in South East Europe is approximately between 2-6 per cent, which is low compared to the member states of European Union. On the other hand, there is a wide difference within the EU ranging from 15 per cent to 65 per cent. 





However, it is interesting to note that the countries with the lowest Internet penetration in the EU have experienced the fastest growth. For example, two EU countries doubled the penetration from less than 8 per cent to approximately 15 per cent within the year 2000.That is certainly encouraging to note for the countries in South East Europe, since it illustrates the dynamic nature of the ICT development. 





7. EU has adopted an action plan of its own, eEurope. In 2000 the candidate countries for EU membership officially recognized the strategic goals of eEurope and decided to take up the challenge by the EU member states by developing their own eEurope-like Action Plan called eEurope+. 





It adopts all the strategic goals and objectives of eEurope, but also contain country specific and adjusted measures and target dates. This eEurope+ is an initiative by and for the candidate countries, which includes the eSEEurope-countries Romania and Bulgaria. eSEEurope could in a similar fashion serve as a basis for the adoption of Action Plans in the same vein, which would mean a transformation to eEurope++.  It is in this direction that the proposed eSEEurope Action Plan is to be seen. 





8. Benchmarking is a key tool when assessing and promoting  the ICT development. eSEEurope first asked all countries in the region to make self assessments regarding their own e-awareness and e-readiness, following a model designed by Harvard University (www.readinessguide.org).Secondly information was gathered from other organisations, eg EBRD, United Nation and ITU. All capitals were visited and meetings took place with representatives of the governments, NGOs and local business commmunities. 





All relevant facts and findings, such as Internet penetration, level of liberalisation and privatisation, the use of Voice over Internet Protocol, presence of independent regulatory agencies for the sector and laws on e-signature were collected. The fact sheets for the seven countries together with the result of the self assessment can be found on eSEEurope website ( www.eseeurope.org.) This information, which is to be continously updated, should be seen as a basis for regular benchmark exercises in order to monitor the progress as well as spuring healthy regional competion.


    


9. The result of eSEEurope´s work has been successful and the Action Plan has been adopted. The Plan is to be seen as a whole but can be broken down in the three key areas eSEE-government, eSEE-education and eSEE-business. 





Some of the measures are clearly horizontal and run across all three sectors. De-regulation of the telecom sector and the promulgation of a regulatory framework in order to increase competition, lower tariffs and increase the degree of Internet penetration is one good example of such a measure.





Summary of Objectives in eSEEurope Action Plan


(complete Action Plan on www.eseeurope.org)





To promote increased, equitable and affordable use of ICT in SEEurope by developing approriate legal and regulatory frameworks and removing any obstacles to IT development





To identify how ICT can contribute to more effective, efficient and transparent government





To use ICT to help guarantee the universal and equitable provision of effective public services and information





To create an enabling IT environment for economic growth





To support small and midium sized enterprises (SMEs) access to IT





To counteract the skills gap and improving workforce readiness by meeting demands for employment qualifications with information technology-ready candidates





To raise the awareness of the opportunities offered by the e-agenda and share experience and best practice by means of networking in SEEurope.








10. Way ahead: The immediate plans for the future is to stimulate further regional co-operation and sharing of experience and knowledge within regulatory issues. A regional conference of regulatory agencies to promote best practices is scheduled for the autumn. 





The next eSEEurope Working Group Meeting will be held on 18 September 2001 in Bucharest with an aim to present projects, which meet eSEEurope objectives, at the Regional Conference on 25-26 October this year.
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