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Distinguished colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,

First of all, let me say how privileged I feel to be with you here today to share my thoughts about the role the Internet can play in today’s world of political communication.

I come from the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), an international organization which has come to life a year ago this month, and in this very city, Sofia. We are the successor to the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe, with a main difference being that development and cooperation in South East Europe is now fully regionally owned. 

Our goal is to establish understanding and awareness of the RCC mission to promote mutual cooperation and European and Euro-Atlantic integration of South East Europe in order to inspire development in the region to the benefit of its people.
It is of course in the interest of the RCC that the engagement and the valuable work it does, both on the political and practical level, is fully recognized by the governments, the media, the international stakeholders, the people of the region and the RCC contributors, which provide funding for its work.

Our strategy involves communication with the media and maintenance of regular contacts with journalists in order to encourage them to report on RCC activities on television, radio, newspapers and the Internet in as positive a light as possible. The strategy also includes outreach activities, production of public information materials, and maintenance of informative and updated RCC website, aimed at reaching wider international and national publics.

The RCC, like other organizations, faces challenges in communicating its message and raising its profile and visibility, conditioned also by fast technological changes and growing ability to access news irrespective of national frontiers. In order to compete in this fast developing world, one needs to identify the organization’s strengths, make sure they are distinctive in relation to other players and of relevance to the people and the stakeholders. 
Dear colleagues,
The public relations practitioners have always been among the first ones to embrace new technological developments which can make our work much more efficient and far reaching. The emergence of the new media has significantly broadened the window of opportunities and the Internet is an indispensable tool for any public affairs communicator.

Today, it sounds almost unreal that the Internet was born only in 1983 and the World Wide Web only in 1990, as we cannot imagine our world without this communication tool. Or as Bill Clinton put it, back in 1996, “When I took office, only high-energy physicists had ever heard of what is called the World Wide Web. Now even my cat has its own page”
.

Thanks to the Internet, e-mail, computers, mobile phones, PDAs etc., you can be at one location and still reach your publics around the world. You can post your videos on YouTube, blog or go on Facebook, and be connected to the entire world from your office or your home. The digital revolution of the late 20th century has enabled this convergence of media and hypermedia.

It should go without saying that every serious organization has to have a website. Not to have a website today is like having a food delivery place with no address and fixed phone on its promotional flyer. You will just not consider them serious and reliable. It is as if the website is a proof of your serious intentions. 

Web-based communication should be an irreplaceable tool for any public-affairs oriented organization, and many people visit public institutions web sites because they share certain values addressed by that institution. However, as anywhere, failure to deliver on promises made on the web leads to losing one thing that a reader/voter values high, the credibility. The organizations should therefore make an effort to post accurate and credible content on the web, avoiding dishonest spin. 
The Internet as a medium demands authenticity, which is what all of us, including politicians, need to keep in mind. It has changed the way the politicians govern, as disregarding the Internet and the possibilities it provides, such as through e.g. Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, etc. is something an ambitious politician can no longer afford.
Almost every politician who wants to be seen as modern and reach out to a younger population will today have his or her own blog. Asked why she bloggs, EU Commissioner for Institutional Relations and Communication, Margot Wallström, explained: “It makes us inhabitants of Planet Brussels more human. It is important not only to inform people, but also to listen to them.”

Even Pope Benedict XVI has his own YouTube space because Vatican concluded that they were not conveying their messages efficiently enough to the younger audiences through traditional means. A Barack Obama Facebook page has over 5 million supporters. Less than two years ago, the British Prime Minister at the time, Tony Blair, chose You Tube as the channel for officially congratulating the newly elected French President Nicholas Sarkozy. The EU has also embarked on a YouTube effort, through EUtube, quite an elaborated site in three languages.

Some argue that were it not for the Internet, Barack Obama would not be president.
 His use of the new medium, in this case the Internet, is compared to the use of television as the new medium at the time by John F. Kennedy. His campaign has changed the way politicians organize supporters, advertise to voters, defend against attacks and communicate with constituents.

In the past, vast resources – advertising, direct mail, telephoning etc. – were needed to conduct a campaign. Today, all you need is a computer and a website. Mr. Obama e.g. used YouTube for free advertising, which some calculated would otherwise cost $47 million.

However, a group of Danish researchers analyzed the role of the Internet in the campaign for their national parliament elections of 2005 and came to some surprising conclusions. 
In a highly computer literate country such as Denmark, only 23% of voters visited a party website, 19% of them said visiting party websites helped them in deciding who to vote for, while 62% said the websites had no influence on their choice. Only 3.5% of people found the Internet to be the best place to learn about party politics, while 27% found TV debates and 47% central TV newscasts as the best sources of information.
 At the same time, after the last elections in Germany, only 6% of voters found the Internet to be the best source of information.
 
What do these researches than suggest when it comes to the relevance of the Internet for electoral campaigning?

The German research revealed that the voters who rely on the Internet are primarily those who are strong party affiliates or supporters. The Internet serves as a great communication tool between a party and its sympathizers. This strategy is most obvious in the USA, where party websites are used as efficient means of organizing, mobilizing and coordinating volunteers to implement the campaigns in the real world, including fund raising.

In other words, the true power of the Internet lies in its ability to enhance internal party work and communication which should then lead to better election result. The Internet does not directly influence elections and election result.
Whether or not you agree with the findings of the mentioned researches, the truth is that, be it directly or indirectly, the Internet and the possibilities it offers have made a huge impact on the way modern political campaigning has been conducted. 

And it is not just the politicians, but also the ordinary people who have access to the Internet. They have a vast resource to check what a politician has been saying, and use it against him, if they chose so. 

Simultaneously, easy access to the Internet has enabled those who do not share one’s views and values to join forces much more easily and exert a public pressure which would otherwise be much more difficult. An illustration of this grassroots organizing is last year’s rally organized by Croatian high school students through Facebook, which has forced the Minister of Education to retract his decision on introducing state exam for high school graduates. By analogy, if you engage into constant contact with constituents through the Internet, you can ensure backing by a virtual network of citizens for your own agenda, which can come handy when your issue is e.g. voted upon in parliament.
On the other hand, one needs to be aware also of Internet limits. These include the generation gap, as not all the targeted publics use the Internet, the digital divide, as the penetration of internet in many countries of the world, including our region, is still relatively low, which makes the use of other more traditional communication tools necessary in order to reach to wider and more diverse audiences. 

In conclusion,

In identifying the best way to communicate a message, one needs to strike the right balance between the opportunities created through technological developments and the old methods which have proven their efficiency and passed the test of time. 

Nothing can or should fully replace a direct personal contact, be it between a politician and his voters/electorate, an organization and its various publics, a manager and her subordinates, or simply among human beings. In other words, the new technologies need to be combined with the old ones when it comes to public relations. Because, ultimately, the medium is not the message. As powerful as it may be, it is still just a tool to get the message across. And the success of conveying the message depends primarily on how much in collision are the values of the communicator with those of the targeted publics. 
Perhaps the best example to illustrate this point is the Bible. Various media have been used to produce copies of the Bible over the past centuries, as technology changed, but those technological advances would not help the popularity of the Bible had it not been for the fact that its values match the values of its readers.

This principle of values-sharing approach applies to all types of human relations, the politics included. The most important thing is to know the values of your public and to demonstrate that you understand them and share them. And while the new media can help you get to your voters, it alone cannot win you the election. In the end, it all boils down to a human touch.
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