Athena Alliance

Exploring the promises and pitfalls of the global information economy 


New IT – New Equity – New Economy
A conference to broaden the debate about inclusion of all Americans in the digital economy and society

America is engaged in a national conversation on information technology (IT) and the future of the global information economy. Part of that discussion concerns the impact of these changes on people at the bottom end of the economy. As the conversation on the “digital divide” goes forward, it is critical that it address a broad set of issues and involve a wide range of stakeholders and experts. Otherwise, we run the risk of partial, incomplete solutions that do not meet the needs of communities-left-behind. We may also find ourselves with a parallel digital divide – one of differing understandings of the problems and the solutions, mirroring C.P. Snow's famous Two Cultures. To help broaden the debate, Athena Alliance is sponsoring a conference on the inclusion of all Americans in the digital economy and society February 1, 2000 in Washington, DC.

Driven in part by technology, a fundamental change is occurring in how we organize work and economic activity. Information, knowledge and other “intangibles” are increasingly important in business and commerce, both as inputs to the production process and as end products in and of themselves. In this new era, social capital and intellectual capital play roles as important as physical capital and financial capital in commerce and society.

This shift is having dramatic consequences. Those individuals and communities currently left behind are in danger of being further disadvantaged. Others who are currently just coping are at risk of being left behind. Existing problems of the increasing wealth gap and community stratification may intensify or radically change their appearance and nature. Yet this shift offers new promises and opportunities as well as dangers. We need different ways of thinking about economic activity, different means of promoting and organizing economic opportunities and activities, and different economic policies and programs.  

To a large extent, public policy discussion on this so-called “digital divide” has focused on issues of access to new information technologies. While access is an important topic, it is only part of the problem. The deeper issues – such as the financial and psychological barriers to access to information technology, the changing nature of work and skills, the existing inequality of incomes and skills, the use of information technology and the relevance of content, the questions of control (who sets the standards and who are left out of this process) and the interconnect among the various issues – are rarely discussed outside of narrow groups of experts.

The decisions being made on these topics (or made by default) will determine whether communities-left-behind and communities-at-risk will be able to use the changing nature of economic reality to rejoin the economic mainstream – or whether they will slip further behind. The key issue is the ability of all Americans to participate, both economically and socially, in the emerging new information economy. Inclusion, rather than simply access, is the overarching concern.

A wide variety of organizations and individuals are currently examining the barriers and opportunities to true inclusion of all in this new economy. To connect these separate strands, Athena Alliance – in conjunction with the Corporation for Enterprise Development (www.cfed.org) and the Center for International Development and Conflict Management at the University of Maryland (www.bsos.umd.edu/cidcm) – will hold a one-day conference at the National Academy of Sciences building in Washington, DC on February 1, 2000. 

The conference, “New IT – New Equity – New Economy,” will bring together experts, advocates, and interested parties to share information, insights, perceptions, and solutions. Participants will examine the broad issues concerning the inclusion of all persons in the information age, identify barriers to inclusion, and define a set of issues that need to be addressed.

The Issues:
· What is this phenomena variously called the global information economy, the new economy or the networked society? What are its most important features? How does it differ from or is similar to past economic and social activity?  What are the most salient economic and social changes brought about by this new activity?

· How will these changes create new opportunities and new problems for broad inclusion of all individuals and communities in the economy and society? What new barriers do these changes create for communities-left-behind?  What new opportunities?  What new risks are being faced by those currently coping, but in danger of falling out of the economic mainstream? How do both communities-left-behind and communities-at-risk overcome the barriers and exploit the opportunities?

•
What are the major concerns regarding inclusion in terms of access to and utilization of information, governance and government and economic development and job creation?

•
What specific barriers to inclusion currently exist as a result of the physical and technological infrastructure, the legal and regulatory infrastructure, fiscal issues and the financial system? How do organizational structures and capabilities contribute to barriers? Individual skills and capacities?  

•
What are the institutional and financial and individual capabilities needed to overcome these barriers, especially for communities left behind and communities at risk?

Athena Alliance will prepare a report based on the results of the conference and will organize subsequent meetings to continue the discussions and research – and to acquaint policy makers and opinion leaders with the outcome of those discussions.

How can YOU be involved?
Mark your calendar and plan to attend! We welcome participation by individuals and representatives of diverse organizations concerned with inclusion in the digital age. For additional information call, write or contact Athena Alliance. 

Athena Alliance is a non-profit organization dedicated to public education and research on the emerging global information economy and the networked society. 

Athena Alliance's first goal is to increase the understanding among policymakers, economic development practitioners, researchers and scholars, business and labor leaders, and the general public of the dynamics and consequences of the new global information economy. We need to create a new framework and a common language to talk about economic development in the context of the emerging global information- and knowledge-based economy. Most importantly, we need to clearly understand the barriers and opportunities to true inclusion of all in this new economy.

Understanding is not enough. Athena Alliance also seeks to enlarge the repertoire of strategies, mechanisms, tools and capabilities that individuals, firms and communities can use to shape their own positive economic futures. Special attention must be given to the problems and opportunities confronting communities-left-behind and communities-at-risk.

Activities are underway to both understand the challenges of the global information economy and develop new tools to confront those challenges. These activities seem to be proceeding along a number of parallel tracks: academic and scholarly research; corporate technology development and deployment; and practical on-the-ground efforts by community activists and economic development practitioners. Unfortunately, there seems to be little crossover among these activities. Athena Alliance will seek to unite these separate strands through conferences, workshops, research activities, publications and reports and public education activities.
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Tentative Schedule

Introduction and Welcome:  What the day is all about (8:30 – 8:50)
Opening keynote: (8:50 – 9:00)
Roundtable discussion: (9:00 – 10:30)
A moderated conversation to air the various issues and perspectives of social researchers, technologists, community development advocates, economists, labor leaders, government officials and business leaders.

Working group sessions:  (10:45 – 12:30)
A:  Access to and utilization of information

B:  Governance and government

C:  Economic development and jobs

Participants will be assigned to one of three groups, reflecting major sets of concerns, to identify specific barriers to inclusion within their area and to determine the institutional, financial and individual capabilities needed to overcome those barriers.

Working lunch  (with possible 10 minute speaker) (12:30-2:00)

Working group sessions (continued):  (2:00 – 3:45) 

Setting the Agenda:  (4:00 – 6:00)
In small, “mixed”, groups, participants will compare and contrast barriers and solutions across the three working groups to help define an overarching set of issues to be addressed.
Finale: Where we go from here, next steps. (6:00  – 6:30)

Reception (6:30 – )
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