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This article focuses on the possible gap between information "haves" and information "have-nots" and the role which public Internet access points can play in equalizing the differences between these two groups in society. 
<big>Background
</big>The end of the 20th century has been characterized by the very rapid development of nations toward the Information Society. Modern information and communications technologies have found their way into all spheres of human activity, causing changes among individuals, organizations and societies at large. The occupations in which people are engaged are changing. There are new methods of management and forms of organization that have proven their sustainability in the developing Information Society. The state, meanwhile, is searching for its role as an entity that ensures development. The very symbol of development, of course, is the Internet - a global information network which is changing the way in which engage in daily communications, manage business transactions, etc.
Although many theorists have emphasized the positive aspects of these developments, holding them to be progressive and very promising (e.g., Bell, Masuda, Toffler, et al.), there is another group of scientists who are focusing more on the possible threats that are associated with these developments (Webster, Lyon, et al.).
One issue that has long since been under consideration is the matter of the "haves" and the "have-nots" in the information world. There are two major aspects to this problem:
• Some people have information and communications technologies at home which enable them to connect to the world of information (e.g., via the Internet);
• An issue of at least equal importance is training in the use of information and communications technologies; another aspect is overall attitudes toward ICT.
These are related issues are of particular importance in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, where living standards are not high enough to see ICT as products on which money should be spent. In many cases, furthermore, potential users are not aware of the new technologies and their areas of application.
A research project compiled under the auspices of the European Survey of the Information Society (http://www.ispo.cec/be/esis)   claims that there are some six PCs per 100 residents in Estonia - a number quite similar to that in other CEEC countries (Figure 1). This indicates quite clearly that there is a problem with the physical information infrastructure. 
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<big>Public Internet access points in Estonia
</big>In the context of providing an infrastructure and raising awareness among potential users, an initiative launched by the UNDP to open first public Internet access point (PIAP) in Estonia on February 21, 1997, was very warmly welcomed. The access point was housed at the Estonian National Library. Soon there were two more access points (Kärdla and Paope), opened on the island of Hiiumaa with the UNDP's support in April 1997. A fourth access point, at Sõru - was opened in June.
The Open Estonia Foundation took the lead from the UNDP's initiative and, in the autumn of 1997, it organized a grants competition for the creation of public Internet access points in Estonia's small towns and rural areas. The advertisement for the competition declared that such facilities are "rooms equipped with Internet technology that provide free access to Internet resources for everyone". Conditions for receiving a grant included the condition that organizers must have rooms that are electronically protected, that are accessible to the public, that are renovated, that are not in the same building as a school, and that have technically competent local support staff. The foundation was prepared to finance up to 80% of these projects, but it required that day-to-day expenditures be covered from local funds. The announcement of the competition also stated that preference would be given to "libraries, museums, information centers and other traditional places which people are used to visiting and where creating a PIAP would increase interest". Applicants had to be legal persons (local authorities, local government departments, non-profit institutions or foundations).
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On October 3, 1997, the OEF board awarded grants for the creation of 30 PIAPs, with total financing of EEK 2.34 million (EUR 150,000). There have been similar grant competitions since then, resulting in a total of 38 PIAPs (see Figure 2) created with the OEF's support by January 1999 - most of them in small towns and rural areas of Estonia. Some 30 others are yet to come. The total number of PIAPs financed by the OEF and the UNDP will be near 70 in the autumn of 1999. In comparison with the total number of local governments in Estonia (254), this is a fairly high number, even though there are several local governments which have several PIAPs in their territories, while most local governments have none.PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=intern_2.bmp (194726 bytes)" 
At the beginning of this year, two master's degree students at the University of Tartu, Tarmo Kalvet and Mait Müürsepp, conducted a survey of the PIAPs, the aim being to produce a review of the facilities, their visitors and the services that are available at them. The following information in this paper is based on that survey. 

<big>A description of the PIAPs
</big>The public Internet access points that have been put into operation so far can be described as follows:
• They are rooms equipped with Internet-connected computers (between 2 and 6 computers at each facility);
• The use of computers is free of charge (at least with respect to the use of Internet services);
• The computers are mostly used for E-mail and WWW services, although other services are available at some locations (Figure 3);
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Figure 3. Services offered in Fublic Internet Access Foints,






• Most of the visitors are schoolchildren and students (Figure 4);
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=intern_4.bmp (91138 bytes)"• The main reasons why people say they use the PIAPs are leisure and entertainment.PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=intern_5.bmp (74074 bytes)"
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On the basis of the survey the authors concluded that although PIAPs are helping to bridge the gap between the information "haves" and the "have-nots", much work remains to be done. Proposed activities include increasing the number of PIAPs to the point where there is at least one in each local government. It is not easy to answer the question of how many PIAPs there should be. The answer very much depends on the proposed function of the PIAP - is it only for Internet services, or also for the processing of text and tables, as well as for the playing of computer games? There is also the issue of the kind of settlement in which the PIAP is located. It can be said with some certainty that in sparsely populated areas there will be fewer people who are interested in using the Internet than is the case in more densely populated settlements. The need for PIAP services may also depend on the extent to which home computers are present in various communities, although at this time the PIAPs enable more rapid data communication than do phone lines at home, especially in rural areas. One proposal is that in small towns and settlements near those towns, there should at first be one computer per 1,000 residents. In rural areas, according to this proposal, the number should be one per 500. 

<big>The development of PIAPs
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</big>Even though there is enough in the way of technical infrastructure, there are other factors that may keep PIAPs from becoming important places to obtain and exchange information. These can be summarized as follows:
• Some PIAPs are in places that are not publicly acceptable, and some are not marked with appropriate signs. It is probably justified to have a separate room for the PIAP, even though that is more expensive. If awareness about the new ICTs is to be raised, there must be a consultant who provides advice to users. This cannot be done by, e.g., someone who is also serving as a librarian.
• Opening hours. It was found during the research project that existing working hours are not convenient for most visitors. From the perspective of visitors, it would be best to have the PIAPs open from noon until at least 8:00 PM. In the present situation, when most PIAPs are closed at 6:00 PM or even earlier, it is hard for working people to visit them.
• The lack of support materials. There should be collections of Internet addresses, help in searching for information, etc.
• A lack of privacy. This was a major problem at nearly all of the PIAPs that were visited. Users sat closely side-by-side, and people who were in line stood right behind them. This explains why E-commerce was the reason for Internet use among only 5% of respondents.
• Security issues, i.e., protection of computers against being cracked. People cannot be certain that information that is saved in PIAP computers remains confidential and is not deleted.
• The lack of a truly strategic approach. A very weak point in the creation and administration of PIAPs has been that not much consideration was given to objectives and to ways of achieving them. In addition to creating physical access to the PIAPs, more emphasis should have been placed on involving broader groups of local people. At the moment PIAPs have become places of entertainment for young people, and even if other local people are interested in using computers, they do not want to do it at the PIAPs. A frequent answer on the questionnaire was: "This is a place for young people to use computers."
• There is no user support. Most PIAPs were created in libraries, and often the reason for the selection was the presence of a librarian who was then charged with the functions of a consultant. This approach, however, created problems. At least one-half of the librarians were surely not qualified to consult users on the Internet and computers. The creators of PIAPs often gave short shrift to training of support staff. The skills of these consultants must be improved so that they become known Internet specialists in their environment - people who can be counted on to resolve any problems that may arise. A truly beneficial solution would involve PIAP workers giving public lectures on the Internet and its practical uses (Internet newspapers, banking, etc.), thus encouraging people to become more interested in the PIAP's services.
• There is a lack of awareness about the existence of the PIAPs. Although most of the people interviewed under the auspices of the survey knew the location of their nearest PIAP, they were misinformed about its functions and target groups. They also seemed unaware of user support provided at the PIAPs. 

<big>Conclusions
</big>These are not enormous problems, and there is great potential for PIAPs to become an important part of everyday life. In Estonia, where the threat of a great gap between the information "haves" and the information "have-nots" is even admitted in the "Principles of Estonian Information Policy" (http://www.eik.ee/english/policy), there are various ways to avoid this happening. There is the Tiger Tour (http://www.tiigrituur.ee), an important annual road show that demonstrates information and communications technologies and their applications to large audiences. It was nominated for a prize in the "Bangemann Challenge" in the "Raising Awareness" category. Estonia is also undergoing the process of adopting a law on digital signatures, which will promote the development of electronic communication, as well as a Freedom of Information Act, which may well compel institutions of public administration to deliver information electronically, as well as in more traditional ways. In the context of these and other developments, the need for PIAPs is growing increasingly clear, and one hopes that the initiative that was begun by the Third Sector will eventually be overtaken by the government, as it gradually begins to support the establishment of the infrastructure that is needed by the Information Society.
More information about this subject and related issues is available at the Web site http://www.esis.ee, which is monitoring Estonia's development toward the Information Society.

