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Ladies and gentlemen, dear Colleagues, 

It is my pleasure to wish you all warmly welcome to North-Karelia and to Joensuu to participate in this conference on Information Society and the Challenges of Peripheral Regions.

North Karelia is the easternmost corner of Finland. It is also the easternmost corner of the European Union. This will be the case until 1 of May next year. Then Cyprus, and only Cyprus, is to take the position away from us.

Some words about the overall development of North Karelia. During the most recent years, North Karelia has experienced a period of relatively fast economic growth. Parallel to that, an extremely rapid structural change from agricultural society towards modern information society with more diversified industrial structure has taken place. The industrial basis of our region has nowadays three strong legs: forest industries, plastics-metal industries and stone industries.

I have to say, however, that we do have also some specific challenges to overcome. Distances to the market centres are long from here, our accessibility may not be perfect, our region is sparsely populated, our climate is not always like a paradise. These facts, more or less permanent in nature, set challenges to the economic development of our region – on the other hand, of course, they represent also many opportunities for our future development. 

Our region belongs to the Objective 1 region in the EU structural funding scheme. Similarly to most rural regions across Europe, North Karelia has experienced a gradual depopulation during the past decades. Naturally, we do not accept this development and we have taken measures to turn the circle.

Information Society is one of the key areas in our regional development programme. In recent years, a lot of emphasis has been put in building the various elements of information society. This development work has been conducted in line with the strategies defined by the European Commission. 

Knowing that there will be a specific presentation on eEurope initiative during this morning session today, given by the representative of EC, I will here make only a few comments related to eEurope. 

The objective behind eEurope is to make the benefits of the information society available to all Europeans. eEurope 2005 puts users at the centre. 

Users have always been playing a very important role in technological development, and especially in adopting new technologies. For example, computers were originally developed to take care of complicated calculations. However, instead of using computers as calculator, in fact, most users are using computers for writing texts, to compensate typewriters.

Another example is short messages, or text messages, developed for mobile phones. The original purpose was to give to operators the possibility to inform their customers. But surprisingly, people went a bit grazy and started to encode messages to each other. No-one really believed that such an inconvenient device, as a mobile phone is for typing text, could never become that popular channel for written information.

Coming back to eEurope. The eEurope action plan is based on two groups of actions, which reinforce each other. On the one hand, it aims to stimulate services, applications and content, covering both online public services and e-business; on the other hand, it addresses the underlying broadband infrastructure and security matters.

The purpose of the eEurope initiative can be put in a nice way so that it is to ensure that the process of moving over to the information society will unite people, not marginalize, integrate, not separate, and create opportunities, not threats. Connecting people, says Nokia.

The aim of this conference is to address the challenges raised by the eEurope initiative.

The principal focus of this conference will be on how regions can overcome the special challenges of rural and peripheral areas. How we can develop solutions in the fields of e-Government, e-Health and e-Business.

Another aim of this conference is to identify and share the best practice models and innovative aspects found in different regions. 

While the conference will focus mainly on e-Government, e-Health and e-Business, regional development based on the information society as a paradigm must be integrated in its approach, as well. The conference will, therefore, also embrace other important topics such as building e-Communities and the future role of broadband communications.

The conference programme offers a wide range of presentations from different European regions. The programme also gives us an opportunity to learn more about a number of important EU policies and programmes. The wide variety of participants as such is a very promising forecast for most lively and fruitful discussions and networking. 

This event is co-organized by the Innovative Actions programme of Eastern Finland, Carrefour Carelia, IANIS - Innovative Actions Network for the Information Society, the Employment and Economic Development Centre of North Karelia, and the Regional Council of North Karelia. These organisers and sponsors have supported the conference in very significant way and I would like to express my sincerest thanks to them. 

Finally, I wish you all a successful conference and I also hope that you have the possibility to take some time off to enjoy the Nordic Autumn here in North-Karelia, thus making your trip here not only beneficial but also enjoyable and memorable.

