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4TH GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE INTERNATIONAL PARLIAMENTARIANS’ ASSOCIATION FOR INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, 22-24 JUNE, RABAT,

STATEMENT FROM LITHUANIA
Mrs. Irena Šiaulienė and Mr. Vytautas Grubliauskas

Rabat, 23 June 2006

Dear Mr. President, Vice-President, members of the 4th General Assembly of the International Parliamentarians’ Association for Information Technology (IPAIT), 

May I welcome the Assembly on behalf of the Parliament of Lithuania and outline Lithuania’s information society- related achievements.

Lithuania’s achievements in building up its information society are significant both by European and global standards. The country celebrated its second anniversary of membership in the EU this spring, therefore it runs a number of European programmes aimed to develop an information society. The National Information Society Development Strategy based on the Lisbon Strategy provides for the allocation of 3% of GDP for research and technology, with 2 % of GDP being accorded by the business stakeholders and 1 % allocated from the state budget. Similarly to Europe at large, in Lithuania deliberations continue on the EU Structural Support Absorption Strategy for 2007 – 2013. During the period in question, the EU support to Lithuania will amount to a total of LTL 20.62 billion. So far three action plans have been proposed for the implementation of the strategy. The information society development strategy has been drawn up for the same period and covers three main fields, including further building of electronic infrastructure, tasks relating to the development of e-content and e-services, and e-competence building. Balanced and concurrent development of all the three areas in question is the main precondition for building an advanced, educated and education-driven information society enabled to take full advantage of the information, knowledge, and opportunities made available by modern technology.

What are Lithuania’s information society achievements?

Lithuania has a sufficiently well developed ICT infrastructure which is a crucial precondition allowing for a full use of the information society related opportunities. Our ICT sector generates 3.5 % of GDP and an increasing number of companies is providing relevant services.

The Lithuanian mobile network service providers are especially active in the ICT sector. Overall, recently the prices for electronic communications services to Lithuanian subscribers were decreasing steadily and were lowest in Europe. Last year, prices for the mobile telephone services amounted to 37 – 65% of the EU average. The mobile network penetration rate (138.53 %) was highest in the world. The final introduction of services allowing transfer of a mobile telephone number to another mobile phone set has further spurred competition between the providers of mobile network services.

We are also successful in meeting the challenge of the broadband links. The implementation programme of the Rural Area Broadband Interconnection to Network (RAIN) financed by the EU has received much attention last year. Fibre-optic cables of 3.000 km in total length are to connect rural areas; a total of 410 local administrations and their inhabitants are to be joined by a single broadband network. The International Telecommunications Union has listed this project in the Golden book of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) covering the major global information society projects.

In its report on performance of electronic network markets in 2005, the European Commission has given a favourable evaluation to Lithuania’s rapid progress in fibre optics and wireless broadband technologies, marking that the technological competition in the local broadband links market is presently the strongest in Lithuania compared to that in other EU member states and Lithuania thus demonstrates a huge potential for competition on modern ICT services market. Lithuania is the EU’s leader in terms of variety of the broadband Internet technologies and wireless technology in particular. Currently 675 public Internet access points operate in Lithuania and provide Internet access to users in the most user-intensive facilities, e.g. libraries, local administrations, and community centres.

Within the past year, the penetration rate of the Internet in Lithuania has grown to 31.7 % (EU-25 average amounts to 45.8%). However, this indicator is still not high enough compared to other EU member states. On the other hand, the number of Internet users has risen 11-fold in 3 years and now amounts to 1 million subscribers. One in five Internet subscribers enjoys broadband internet access. Lithuanians have the cheapest broadband Internet in the EU, with prices for the most popular fast internet connection of 1Mb/s averaging at 14 EURO (approx. LTL 48) per month, twice less than users pay in other EU member states. 

The increase in the number of Internet users was positively affected by the introduction of an inhabitant income tax incentive scheme, under which people may get part of their income tax back for purchasing one computer with software and/ or internet access provision within three years. This effective and universal incentive proved to be successful in involving the citizens into the development of an information society.

Fast ICT sector development and the creation of favourable conditions for its development also allowed for maintaining the smallest digital divide between different society groups characterised by different levels of education. While commenting on the relevant EU data, EUROSTAT highlighted that Lithuania belongs to EU member states with the smallest digital divide.

The electronic signature is instrumental for building up information society services and insuring e-commerce safety. In Lithuania, the process of e-signature implementation is already under way, in line with the EC communication bearing on electronic signature, whereby the EC recognises that  the market for a “qualified” electronic signature with complex technical safeguards is expanding at a far slower pace than previously expected and a number of pipeline applications under way should entice growth in the market. Moreover, the increase in the use of the electronic signature will be stimulated by the need created by the public e-procurement and ID management, as the EC Action plan highlights.

Lithuania belongs to the happy few countries who are in a position to create their own e-signature products. Companies are starting to provide a range of e-signature certification services to individuals and information systems servers. Lithuania’s priority, instead of giving prominence to the number of issued cards, lies in developing a range of IT projects and systems united in a safe electronic space. Lithuania intends to introduce e-signature through wireless e-signature infrastructure, and not through personal identity documents. The mobile network operators are preparing to provide subscribers with an opportunity to exchange their mobile phone chips into ones with integrated e-signature equipment this very autumn.

As the digital TV is emerging in the country, it opens up new technological opportunities. By 30 June 2006, stations are to be constructed in Lithuania’s capital Vilnius, which will jointly be transferring not less than 16 digital terrestrial TV programmes, and by 1 January 2009 the digital TV network is intended to cover not less than 95 % of the country’s area.

Lithuania’s ICT sector development is not only supported by the EU or local budget-driven; the private sector is being integrated, too. Notably, the “Atvirasis Langas” initiative deserves mentioning, where private business entities and banks work on a par with the government. The “Atvirasis Langas” initiative helped to solve the digital divide problems in the Republic of Lithuania, and currently a major training programme further continues to ensure the practical availability of electronic equipment to all inhabitants of the country. 

The Committee on the Development of Information Society at the Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania is creating preconditions aimed to ensure there are no legal problems hindering business development in the ICT sector and strives to provide for the creation of legal conditions for e-services and e-capabilities. One of our recent projects is centred on spreading e-democracy. The deliberations on the project have already started, and the project objective is to create favourable conditions for our citizens to vote using the information technologies. We plan to ensure citizens can voice their opinion with the help of IT during the coming municipal elections next year. We will thus step into the e-democracy implementation phase. 

In addition, the Law on Information Society services was recently adopted. It will spur the development of information society services and e-commerce as well as increase the volumes of electronic services.

When we talk on developing an information society, we also remember we have to increase the Lithuanian content on the Internet, i.e. promote Lithuanian cultural heritage, as well as create the conditions for the inhabitants of Lithuania to use the ICT with Lithuanian interface. This area of activity should be covered by a digital divide reduction policy ensuring the technology is easy to use and adapted to meet the needs of the handicapped.

An infrastructure developed so far may become insignificant unless electronic content is developed, e-services meeting the expectations of business companies and citizens are provided, and unless the citizens have the necessary knowledge and competence to use e-services effectively. Therefore, focus is put on developing all areas relevant to the information society development. It is only through an equitable development of all related spheres that we will progress towards the creation of a highly educated information society, i.e. a society striving to improve its qualifications on an ongoing basis, a society capable to exchange information in a competent and swift manner, in short, a society that takes full advantage of all of the opportunities provided by modern technology. 
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