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The Centre for Research of Information Technologies of the Belgrade Open School (CePIT), with the support of the Olof Palme International Centre, researches internet usage and information society development in Serbia for five years already. The study “Internet Penetration in Serbia 2006” was conducted on the nationally representative sample of Serbia (without Kosovo province, which is administrated by the United Nations). In relation to our previous studies of information society development in Serbia and the region, this study is essentially different since it is designed and carried out aiming to reveal the internet penetration rate in Serbia. 
Although there were several studies on internet penetration in Serbia, the data were usually partially available to the general public, bearing in mind the fact that mostly commercial researches were in question. Being that the Belgrade Open School (and the Center for Research of Information Technologies as one of its integral parts) is a non-for-profit organisation, our data are completely available to the public, including all organizations and Government institutions who find the data on internet penetration rate in Serbia useful. 

This study brings the data on PC and Internet penetration in Serbia, the basic demographics of internet users population, the motivation and non-users intention to start using the internet by the end of a following year, as well as the basic parameters of internet usage (place of access, type of connection, years of internet usage and some characteristics of internet behaviour). These facts are very important since they point out the current state of art which is the starting point in all discussions about information society development in Serbia. 

The sample was the representative sample of Serbia excluding Kosovo (1076 subjects older then 15 years of age). The field research was conducted during June 2006. 

Results of the study

PC penetration in Serbia  

Chart 1. Does your household own a computer?
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· The basic findings from this research show that 41% of households in Serbia own a computer. Rate of PC penetration is highest in Belgrade, where it reaches 55%, while it is significantly lower in Central Serbia (38%), and Vojvodina (36%). The difference is significant as well when we compare the PC penetration in urban and rural parts of Serbia: 51 contrasting 28%. It is very rare that the households with the average monthly income of 50 euros or less per member own a computer.

internet penetration in serbia – the percent of households where at least one member uses the internet 

Chart 2. Does anybody in your household use the internet (whether at home, at work, at school or any other place)?
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· In 33% of households in Serbia (excluding Kosovo) at least one member of the household uses the Internet. The highest percent of these households is in Belgrade (53%), while in Vojvodina (31%) and Central Serbia (25%) it is lower. The difference is significant when we compare urban and rural households: 43 vs. 19%. The smallest number of households where at least one member uses the Internet is among those whose monthly income is less than 50 euros (16%) per member of the household. 

internet penetration in serbia – the percent of users in Serbia general population 

Chart 3. Do you use the Internet (whether at home, at work, at school or any other place)?
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· In Serbia (excluding Kosovo) 24.2% of persons use the Internet. According to the data of the last Serbia population census in 2002, this number tells us that more then 1.5 million citizens of our country use the Internet. Belgrade has the most internet users (penetration of 42%), while in Central Serbia and Vojvodina (northern province of Serbia) the penetration rate is approximately just 20%. Among the urban population the penetration is 33%, while in rural areas only 12% of population use the Internet. While 31% of men use internet, there are only 17% of internet users among women in Serbia. The digital divide is especially evident when we compare the internet penetration rate among the different age groups - while almost half (48.8%) of population of 15-29 years of age uses the Internet, only 11% of people of 50-64 years of age use the internet, and there are almost no users over 65 years of age. What can be encouraging is the fact that 66% of students and pupils use the Internet, although this percent is lower than in the developed countries of the EU. 

Chart 4. PC and internet penetration in serbia from 1999 to 2006
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· If we compare the present state with the available data of Internet usage in Serbia since 1999, we will observe that the number of users has increased for at least 5 times, which is a relatively low growth rate if we have in mind that the number of users was very small (SMMRI data). 

Chart 5. Internet penetration in the countries of the region
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· Although these data already itself show that the situation is not good, comparing it to the situation in neighbouring countries facing the similar initial problems as we did, casts even brighter light on the issue. Although there have been some methodological differences in the studies of internet penetration in the countries of the region, the data presented can still be used as the basic criterion for the reconsideration of the position of Serbia regarding internet usage. Significantly higher percent of users in Slovenia (54%) and Croatia (45%) are the results of the strategic work and endeavours that the information society should be developed. What we can use as an encouragement is certainly the situation in Macedonia. Namely, as a consequence of the project “Macedonia Connects” implemented with the support of USAID, the number of internet users significantly increased. The result of this project is over 550 schools, universities, scientific institutes, dormitories and other institutions connected to broadband Internet. Macedonia has become the first country in the world with wireless internet access on its entire territory. The initiative has been nationwide and they have received a strong support from both Macedonian Government and private sector in Macedonia. The number of Internet users has increased mostly due to the quality of internet connection, which is both better and cheaper. Broadband internet enabled the integration of modern technologies in the spheres which are crucial for the further development and progress of the country – education, economy and government institutions.
Chart 6. Reasons of internet non-usage 
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·   As the main reason of Internet non-usage, almost half of internet non-users in Serbia state they do not need the internet (47.1%). The significant number of non-users claim that they do not use the Internet since they are not computer literate (24.9), or they cannot afford it (23.3%).

The most indicative fact is that almost a half of Internet non-users have no intention to start using the Internet because they find it useless, not needed. The lack of need for internet in a quite clear manner indicates that a certain society has not still developed various potentials of information society – to be interested in internet usage, citizens must be able to use it’s benefits: from carrying out daily administrative affairs to doing business online. In order to solve this problem, it is necessary to develop various information services, above all the ones that ease the citizens' communication with the Government and other public institutions. Furthermore, citizens must be informed and skilled how to use the technologies to access those services, and the parallel process should be to develop the adequate telecommunication infrastructure. Finally, and above all, it is necessary to preserve the security of electronic transaction by appropriate legislation.
Chart 7. Intention of starting to use internet
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· Although we cannot be satisfied with any of the data on Internet usage in Serbia, the most worrying fact is that more than a half of Internet non-users (52.1%) do not even intend to use the Internet in the future. This trend is especially evident among the population of people over 50 years of age, but it is high even among non-users of 40-49 years of age (48%). Notwithstanding the infrastructural problems, the emphasized absence of intention to use the Internet will definitely have the strongest impact on the very limited growth of internet penetration in the following period.  

· Based on the available data, it is expected that for a certain period of time the number of Internet users in Belgrade will grow somewhat faster than it is the case in the rest of the regions in Serbia. There is no essential difference among men and women concerning their intention for making step towards the Internet usage, which suggests that we can expect equal growth rate of the number of men and women online. 

Basic characteristics of internet usage in serbia

Chart 8. Where do you access internet from?
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· Most of internet users have Internet access at home (84.3% users). More than ¼ of users go online from their work place, while only 12% of users connect to the internet from their schools or universities. 

Chart 9. The type of home Internet connection  
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· 77% of Internet users have dial up internet connection. This type of connection, by itself limits more serious internet usage. Excluding Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Montenegro, the broadband type of access in the countries of the region is used by far greater percent of internet users than it is the case in Serbia.     

Chart 9. Years of internet usage
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· In the sample of Internet users the growth of the number of new internet users is 13.9%. As stated before, this internet penetration growth rate trend is very low considering the current number of internet users.  

Chart 10. web content search
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· There is a significant difference in the frequency of searching for the various categories of web content. Rating the frequency of search on the scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (very often), internet users stated they search for music, educational content, science, travelling, computers and technology most often. 

Conclusion

The impact of information-communication technologies (ICTs) has become key contemporary force that defines trends and transforms the economic and societal activities. The telecommunication infrastructure in the 21st century is similar to what the railway was in the 19th and electrification in the 20th century. As the economic progress was stimulated by the invention and usage of electric energy to increase the agricultural and industrial production, so the economic productivity of the 21st century depends on the information and telecommunication technologies.

ICTs are the means that give us a challenge and ample opportunity for societal development. They are especially a great challenge for Serbia – to integrate, as a small opened economy, into global economy, where innovation, based on the knowledge, is a key source for gaining sustainable competition advantage. In that way, ICTs are advanced tools for raising the quality of life of citizens, increasing the employment rate and for modernization of society in general. Today, the type, intensity and manner of ICT usage by one community tell us a lot about the level of development of that very community. So, the data of how much and in what manner ICTs are being used in Serbia, tell us about the level of our development, but also what are the obstacles, or better to say challenges for sustainable societal development.

Inquiring the trends of the Internet usage enables us to point out the several basic problems that should be solved in the following period in order to increase the Internet penetration in Serbia.

First, the most indicative fact is that almost 52% of Internet non-users have no intention to start using the Internet because they find it useless, not needed – 47% of non-users opted for this. The cause of the problem is mirrored in the lack of knowledge of the advantages of Internet usage –for business as well as for the carrying out the daily administrative affairs. In order to change that, it is necessary to develop various information services, above all the ones that ease the citizens' communication with the Government institutions. To be precise, government services should be available electronically.

After that, the citizens must be informed and skilled how to use the technologies to access those services, and the parallel process should be to develop the adequate telecommunication infrastructure. Finally, and above all, it is necessary to preserve the security of electronic transaction by appropriate legislation.

The low increasing rate of new Internet users as well as the predominant connection via dial-up modems and the high costs of broadband types of Internet access are a clear call for the organized act in the ways of creating the terms and atmosphere for the diffusion of the Internet for all. The solution for this problem is in the liberalization of telecommunication market. The Government should have an important role in it, especially in protection of the underprivileged socio-demographic groups.

Low PC penetration – only 41% of households own a computer, can be increased by special tax alleviations.

Apart from the internet penetration rate of 24% (which is significantly below the EU average, and, even more indicative, lower than in the most countries of the region) the number of 1.5 million Internet users can be a respectable target group. According to our research data, this target group is of better economic and educational level. Having all of this in mind, the Internet users in Serbia are clearly neglected as a target group - both as the voters and the consumers of various goods and services available at the Serbian market. 
PAGE  
2

_1222332660

