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Abstract 

This paper presents the global digital divide from a European point of view and contrasts 

it to the U.S. approach. The US answer to the global digital divide is found to work pri-

marily through the private sector, using economic strategies of innovation and job crea-

tion with a dash of philanthropy. Europe, on the other hand, is strong in public-sector, 

ecological and social strategies. Inclusiveness is a key word in understanding the Euro-

pean point of view. The ecological thinking more prevalent in the European political 

spectrum is a second factor. It brings to the debate the wholly new field of study attempt-

ing to assess the effects of information and communication technologies (ICTs) on sus-

tainable development and sustainability. In general, one must say that North America has 

had a headstart in the Information Society, and thus has framed the digital divide as a 

issue sooner than Europe. Secondly, the extremes of American capitalism gave America 

more reason to discover it domestic digital divide sooner. That realization and the U.S. 

federal tax code have given rise to stronger philanthropic giving by corporations, founda-

tions and individuals than is currently common in Europe, where the state cares better for 

most. Furthermore, given Europe's lag in taking up the new ICTs, it is harder to find in-

novative global digital divide projects there initiated by corporations like America's 

leaders Microsoft, Cisco and Sun. Nonetheless  a number of notable European success 

stories can be cited, each typically featuring a state component. 

1. Introduction  

In 1992 at the Earth Summit at Rio de Janeiro the concept of the environment was 

expanded into the new paradigm of sustainable development, which encompasses 

not only environmental, but also economic and social objectives, emphasising their 

interlinkages. It is in reference to these latter social objectives that the problem area 

global digital divide comes up. 

However neatly the problem area global digital divide may fit into the theoretical 

structure of sustainable development, the larger concept conceals conflicts within 
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itself. Sustainable development derives much of its appeal from uniting otherwise 

incompatible forces. In the mid-Eighties it was a compromise between environmen-

talists from the global North bent on environmental protection and promoters of de-

velopment for the global South. Unfortunately the term that came into usage then 

has not been enough ever since to create harmony between the two groups. Today 

there are still many striving to help the global South who have little awareness of 

environmental or sustainability goals, called the development movement; and many 

environmentalists who lack sensitivity to poverty and development concerns, called 

the environment movement.  

Representatives of both of these disparate movements are meeting in Zurich to 

consider the global digital divide GDD. This paper is intended to provide a sketch 

for them of how the GDD evolved from its U.S. beginnings, and may now possibly 

be bridged in a way that has benefits to the environment as well as to development. 

The U.S. approach promises to boost economic growth; the European approach adds 

a hope that ICT can do so sustainably. The U.S. approach appears intended to work 

primarily through the private sector, using economic strategies of innovation and job 

creation with a dash of philanthropy. Europe, on the other hand, is found to be 

strong in public-sector, ecological and social strategies. This paper does not cover 

the domestic divides internal to either trading bloc. The U.S. approach is seen in the 

context of the rapid globalization of the world economy and the liberalization of 

telecommunications sectors. These developments motivate transnational corpora-

tions to push for access to overseas markets by means of telecommunications expan-

sion into a Global Information Infrastructure. This force could be conceptualized as 

the trade vector. The American hope seems to be that the economic growth fostered 

through a neoliberal reliance on markets will “trickle down“ to benefit the less-

fortunate as well as the winners, or in other words, will “raise all boats“. 

2. Background 

Although the problem area global digital divide has a long history, there was a surge 

of interest in it as the New Economy boomed in the United States in the late 1990’s. 

The prominence of the GDD issue was boosted in the Summer of 2000 by four 

events on four continents, each of them accompanied by heavy protests: the G-8 

Summit in Okinawa; Kofi Annan’s Global Compact and the Millennium Summit at 

the United Nations in New York; the regional meeting of the World Economic Fo-

rum with 8000 demonstrators in Melbourne and the World Bank's meeting staged 

under heavy protest from some 10,000 demonstrators in Prague. The world’s leading 

economic powers, the G-8 nations, decided at their summit meeting in Japan in July 

of 2000 to set up a task force to deal with the problem. In an attempt to focus the 

discussion on the opportunities represented by ICTs instead of the risks, the task 
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force, though, did not refer explicitly to the digital divide, but was named Digital 

Opportunities Task (DOT) Force. 

Information and communication technologies ICT are generally acknowledged as 

the prime mover in the most recent surge of globalization. “The overriding force that 

is largely responsible for diminishing governments' role is, of course, the informa-

tion and communications revolution”, concludes Jessica Tuchman Mathews 

(Mathews, 2000) and other scholars have concurred on this point (Radermacher, 

1996 and Nye, 2000). Other movers for globalization are, of course, trade liberaliza-

tion and advances in transport such as containerized shipping.  

A globalization effect also shows up in the field of telecommunications, in which 

processes occurred called deregulation in the States and liberalization in Europe. 

Several simultaneous developments led to the ascendancy of the model for the field 

of telecommunications practiced by the United States as the post–Cold War he-

gemon, which other countries had to follow; we shall call this force the trade vector. 

A second model has come more recently from Europe, which we shall call the state 

vector. Let us next look at the trade vector. 

American privatization and deregulation in the late Eighties were part of Amer-

ica’s move toward lean government and cuts in its social support programs, a new 

“American Way” of government. Meanwhile an alternative model of society  

emerged in Europe, called the Third Way by the Labour Party under Tony Blair in 

the United Kingdom; it was neither purely socialist nor purely capitalist (Giddens, 

2000).  

Parallel to the Third Way there is a “European Way” that denotes, in particular, 

how to lay out a country’s way into the Information Society. The very concept of an 

Information Society, especially one on the global level, is taken by some astute ob-

servers to be indicative of an "underlying difference of perspective [as]... reflected in 

Europe’s preference for the concept of a 'Global Information Society' (GIS) instead 

of the narrower American formulation of a 'Global Information Infrastructure' (GII)" 

(panel moderator William Drake of the Carnegie Endowment, Carnegie, 2000). The 

Global Infrastructure Comission has both an initiative on electronic commerce and 

one to address the GDD, http://www.giic.org/ 

3. The European Way 

Inclusiveness is a key word in understanding the European point of view. Since 

World War II, European society has become more broadly middle-class than Ameri-

can society. This can be understood most readily by considering Europeans’ “social 

net”. Typical European inclusiveness in the digital society also becomes apparent in 

a central document of the Information Society Forum (2000). This forum in de-

scribed from an objective standpoint in Kubicek/Dutton (1997, p.20-21), and by in-
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siders in Dijk et al. (1999). The Forum’s central document is entitled The European 

Way, which states on page 15 ff. that  

"these opportunities to improve the quality of life will be realised only if no 

significant part of the population is excluded from ICT. But according to 

the UN Human Development Reports, in our high-tech societies around 

one-tenth of the populations are functionally illiterate. The number of 'digi-

tal illiterates' must be considerably higher." 

Admittedly the EU’s inclusiveness has limits in its attitude towards immigration 

from the East, but it does have innovative programms to begin early with integration 

of Eastern European nations seeking EU accession (ESIS Project, 2000).  

Ducatel sees many similarities in the approaches of the U.S. and the EU, but “the 

consistent message that emerges from [his] collection [of papers] is the need for so-

cial policy on the information society to privilege a ‘moral economy‘“ (Ducatel / 

Webster et al., 2000, p.16). Such a ‘moral economy‘ would appropriately support 

Europeans‘ declared central goal of sustainability, which Ortwin Renn calls an ethi-

cal issue (Renn, 1995). 

4. Ecological thinking  

European politics is in general more ecologically aware than U.S. politics, and thus 

there is special concern in Europe for the reconcilability of the New Economy para-

digm with a second, new, greener paradigm, SD, a term that inspired many in the 

years around the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. But the European Union 

(EU) is still struggling with its interpretation of both the Information Society and 

SD. It made its first commitment to SD soon after the Rio de Janeiro international 

summit in its Fifth Environmental Action Programme, which ran from 1993-2000. 

However this strategy was not put into written form until 1997 in the Amsterdam 

Treaty. In 1999 at the Helsinki Summit, sustainability was elevated to a central goal 

in all policy fields (EUR-OP, 2000, pages 1-2). Under this paradigm, reconciliation 

is sought among environmental, economic and social factors, sometimes with a cul-

tural flavor as demanded by the Information Society Forum, a multistakeholder body 

advising the Commission (Information Society Forum,  2000, Chapter 4). Thus, 

within the framework of sustainability, the GDD can be identified primarily as part 

of the social component;  social problems are also included among the “bottom 

lines” of SD.  

5. International development cooperation and ICT 

The social issue of the GDD calls for a response, which can come from either multi-

lateral action like the G-8 and the UN, corporate goodwill as in the U.S. or govern-
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ment policy as typical of the EU. In the latter instance, in the case of individual na-

tion-states, the issue usually belongs to the realm of a ministry or agency of interna-

tional development cooperation. Traditionally international cooperation focussed 

much more on people‘s basic needs than on modern ICTs. However, today the de-

bate on the GDD is raising hopes of leapfrogging the Global North in this field that 

had been so dramatically drained of resources by the forces of globalization in the 

preceeding decades.  Hence, although cooperation was traditionally focussed on the 

basic needs of an agrarian society, there may be great potential for sparking innova-

tion in international development cooperation in areas such as Sustainability in the 

Information Society. One possible evolution of international development issues is 

traced in Table 1. 

 

Field Degree of development 

in North 

Degree of development 

in South 

Yesterday: agriculture High Low 

 Global Farming Divide 

Today: environmental 

technology 

High Low 

 Global Environmental Divide 

Tomorrow: ICT High Low 

 Global Digital Divide 

Table 1: New fields being added to international development cooperation 

Nonetheless, as protesters countered during the G-8 Summit in Okinawa while they 

ritualistically burned a laptop, the poor still “can’t eat computers”; this incident has 

been documented as a video clip on the Web by the campaign Jubilee 2000 (2000). 

As those protesters went on to argue, the main point is that pursuing telecommunica-

tions infrastructure development should not be allowed to cause neglect of the basic 

needs of populations such as health and education. This point was repeated dramati-

cally by Bill Gates at the Seattle conference Digital Dividends (World Resources 

Institute, 2000). 

Typically, in Europe, it is the ICT early mover countries such as Sweden that are 

making striking progress in bringing knowledge innovations to international devel-

opment cooperation, cooperating with the North American ICT early mover country 

Canada (Bellanet, 2000). “Knowledge is the key to development“, judges the Swed-

ish Development Agency SIDA (2001). SIDA is active in the Global Knowledge 

Partnership (GKP) initiated in Toronto, Canada, in 1997. In March of 2001 GKP 

held its annual meeting in the midst of a consultation process feeding into the G-8‘s 

Digital Opportunity Task Force (Global Knowledge Partnership, 2001).  
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So where can the issue of the GDD be located as the object of a discipline in a 

policy context? Some of the people in each of the spheres shown in Fig. 1, work on 

more specific subsets of their respective areas. All three spheres are areas where the 

European approach is strong: Information Society issues (as opposed to infrastruc-

ture alone), SD and the field of international development cooperation. It is therefore 

useful to see the GDD issue as the most-specific intersection of all three spheres. 

The figure also makes it clear, for instance, that there are indeed workers on the 

GDD who are not concerned with the Green aspects. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Topical overlap of research areas. 
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6. Computers and inequality: European success stories 

One can identify a few stories from EU countries on how to combat the GDD. Most 

of them have a strong public-sector component representing the public interest; 

however, in some cases the co-mingling of corporate interests makes the answer to 

the question debatable, to what degree these stories might be considered successes 

for the public interest: 

• Netherlands, where the Institute for Communications and Development IICD 

was established by the Netherlands public-sector body, the Minister for Devel-

opment Co-operation, http://www.iicd.org 

• Scandinavia 

- International development agencies in the Netherlands along with the tech-

nologically advanced countries Denmark and Sweden (http://www.sida.se) 

cooperate with ones in Canada to promote the use of ICT in developing 

countries through the joint venture called Bellanet, http://www.bellanet.org/ 

- ERICA Awards from the manufacturer of mobile telephone handsets, 

http://www.ericsson.se/erica/ 

• United Kingdom 

- The Digital Futures project in the U.K, concentrates on the British national 

digital divide, http://www.digitalfutures.org.uk/html/welcome.html 

- Cisco is currently assisting a UK government programme to use the Inter-

net for training teachers in Zambia (Oxford Analytica 2000, op.cit., p.2) 

and http://www.infodev.org/symposium2000/agenda.htm 

- The UK-based company Vodacom is building Community Phone Shops in 

South Africa, http://www.vodacom.net/aboutus/communityser.asp 

• Portuguese and French PTTs are investing in former African colonies: 

- Portugal Telecom in Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau and São Tomé and Prin-

cipé; Botswana; 

- France Télécom in Central African Republic, Côte d'Ivoire, Madagascar 

and Senegal, (United Nations, 2000. Africa Recovery Online)  

• Microcredit has been given support from the European organizations shown be-

low. It is a lending technique that has been especially successful in empowering 

poor women. Each woman is given a small loan which must be repaid before 

the next member in her respective social group can get another. Such a small 

loan is enough to get seeds, an animal or a cell phone, which can be rented to 

others on a call-by-call basis. 

- Grameenphone, a mobile telephone operator in Bangladesh with 100,000 

subscribers, many using microcredit, itself having a debt load of US$101m 

to build a national cellular telephone system at a total cost of US$167m 

(http://www.projects500.com/projects/edit/as15.htm), is majority-owned by 
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Telenor, the state-owned telephone company of Norway, 

http://www.grameenphone.com/ 

- A bank for microcredit in France works on projects abroad, 

http://www.planetfinance.org 

- Media Development Loan Fund, Czech Republic, http://www.mdlf.cz/, de-

scribes itself as an organization that “assists independent news organiza-

tions worldwide that work in difficult economic and political climates by 

providing them with low-interest loans and other forms of financing, com-

plemented with training and other technical assistance.“ 

7. Outlook 

In conclusion, one can say that the U.S. approach to the GDD is to work primarily 

through the private sector, using economic strategies of innovation and job creation 

with a dash of philanthropy. Europe, on the other hand, is strong in public-sector, 

ecological and social strategies. A comparison of the relative merits of each ap-

proach could be done in principle. A half-dozen indexing systems are known to the 

present author, which might comprise a basis for a truly comparable study based on 

quantitative indicators and data. On the other hand, private-sector and philanthropic 

efforts are often motivated by public-relations (PR) considerations.  PR programs 

have objectives quite different from those of overseas development aid (ODA). Ex-

tensive evaluation frameworks do exist for ODA (Bellanet, 2000). But it would be 

difficult to compare the effectiveness of ODA with the PR programs. If ODA is be-

ing replaced by FDI, what shall be the evaluation frameworks for FDI? Perhaps the 

Global Reporting Initiative (2000), which holds signatory companies to a measure-

ment framework, could eventually serve such a role. Perhaps a multilateral agree-

ment on investment (MAI) will eventually include such terms. Finally perhaps the 

G-8 itself will provide a government watchdog function of guarding the public inter-

est while providing incentives for efficient private-sector action (public-private part-

nerships). 
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