THE LISBON SUMMIT, I.T. AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Article for the Parliamentary IT Briefing by Jean Lambert, Green MEP for London and a member of the Employment and Social Affairs Committee

I am becoming increasingly frustrated at the current enthusiasm within the EU and particularly within the British Government, for the “Information Society”, “the Knowledge Economy” and dot com everything.
This is not because I am a technophobic Luddite, although I admit to not having mastered every nuance that my laptop and mobile phone can offer. I do recognise that the development of information technology offers a huge range of opportunities. For example, it has made it easier for us to communicate with Green Parties in Africa and for non-governmental organisations to campaign against the proposed MAI (the Multi-lateral Agreement on Investments). I also realise that every child leaving school needs to have some understanding of such technology, both in terms of practical skills and the social implications.

Why then, did the Presidency Conclusions from the Lisbon Summit in March leave me feeling so depressed, given the commitments to education and training (even to developing a voluntary common European format for curricula vitae)?  The meeting also discussed the importance of promoting social inclusion and stated that:

“The European social model, with its developed systems of social protection, must underpin the transformation to the knowledge economy.” (Presidency Conclusions, SN 100/00)  Something which my Committee quite rightly insists upon.

I have developed three basic questions I now ask of any official at EU or Governmental level who waxes lyrical about the eEconomy and eEurope.  They concern:

i) How will the quality of the 3% growth you predict be assessed and guaranteed?

ii) How will the producers of essential goods and services, such as agricultural labourers and sewage workers participate in the benefits of this economy?

iii) How will the Amsterdam Treaty commitment to integrate the environmental aspect in to all policies and practices of the EU be served in this new economy?

Answers are very few and far between, which leads me to believe that the full implications of this policy have not been fully thought through. The emphasis is always on the new jobs to be created, not on the jobs which will be lost or the rate of turnover in these new jobs. Projections about growth never differentiate between the quantitative and qualitative  effects and what the figures can tell us about the well-being of society: an increase in the sales of high-tech burglar and surveillance devices may be good for growth, but they do not necessarily point to a more stable and equitable society.     

As to the environmental impact, have we considered what it will mean to be able to source goods from all round the world and send them travelling thousands of additional miles, either in energy terms or in knowing what the environmental standards and social effects might be of their production?  The crisis of confidence in food production is being dealt with partly by increasing the local links between producer and consumer and thus developing trust. How can we develop strong, sustainable local economies if we are encouraging global sourcing?

Industrialised societies are increasingly divorced from the environment which sustains them: many of the claims for intelligent buildings, remote controlled, could remove us even further from understanding the systems upon which we depend. If you have less need to leave your house to work or to shop, there is a risk that there will be less interaction with your local environment and society.

Even at the most basic level, there is the question as to what to do with the waste – the hallmark of a consumer society. There is tremendous pressure on consumers to update their technology on a regular basis in order to have the fastest and most sophisticated packages. It has long been a problem for schools – it is not enough to have computers, they have to be up-to-date for pupils to feel they are of real value. The European Union will be looking at proposals as to how to recover and deal with electronic waste, as it was omitted from the recent Waste Directive.  As so often, we are now having to clean up problems which we could have prevented.  

