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I would like, first of all, to thank President Otto Pérez Molina and the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Carlos Raúl Morales and, through them, everyone who took part in the organization of this General Assembly for the consummate generosity of spirit we have experienced before. This session is the natural follow-on from the highly successful regular session that we held in Antigua, Guatemala.

 It was indeed then, in June 2013, that the ministers of foreign affairs opened the door to a major change in the manner in which we address the drug problem. We have now come together, 15 months later, to assess how the process is progressing. We are well prepared thanks to the ceaseless efforts of the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD) and the Permanent Council. Very special thanks should go to Ambassador Jose Maria Argueta, Permanent Representative of Guatemala to the OAS, for his leadership of the working group that, for the past two months, has been the driving force behind the draft resolution that reached this General Assembly session already backed by consensus among the member states. 

This General Assembly session is especially timely when one considers the changes that have occurred in our countries and in global and hemispheric forums, because it allows us to add our voices in reaffirming the undeniable leadership that our region has shown on the drug problem and to begin our preparations for the United Nations General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) scheduled for 2016.

In May 2013 we presented to the President of Colombia and, through him, all the Heads of State and Government of the Americas, the “Report on the Drug Problem in the Americas,” whose preparation they entrusted to us at the Sixth Summit of the Americas. That was followed less than a month later by our regular General Assembly session in La Antigua, the first to be devoted entirely to examining this problem. The conclusions of the General Assembly session confirmed what our presidents had already grasped in Cartagena: our governments and peoples feel an urgent need to review the policies that have predominated in this area in the Hemisphere and have fallen well short of expectations.

Our report touched off a debate in our Hemisphere, as candid as it was unprecedented, on the available options in the search for more effective policies for dealing with the drug problem. The attention of the whole world is focused on these discussions, and their conclusions, which we hope to expand and strengthen at this special General Assembly session, place a greater responsibility on our shoulders.

Apropos of the above events, it is worth recalling that former presidents Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Ricardo Lagos, Ernesto Zedillo, and César Gaviria said: “The OAS and the countries of Latin America are making a positive contribution in breaking the taboo that has for so long silenced discussion about a more humane and effective drug policy.” Many newspapers wrote editorials on the subject. For its part, the New York Times referred to the OAS Report, saying that “[i]t effectively breaks the taboo on considering alternatives to the current prohibitionist approach.” 

All these opinions provide a good sense of what our General Secretariat, our Permanent Council, and the regular session of the General Assembly in Antigua, Guatemala achieved between April and June 2013. Those events, which took place just a few weeks apart, were the "before" and "after" in the approach to the drug problem, breaking down the barriers that prevented a transparent dialogue and paving the way for a candid debate without false prejudices.

Undoubtedly, there is no other forum in the region where a hemispheric problem can be addressed with the kind of freedom and breadth that the OAS can offer. Because this is clearly a hemispheric matter: Albeit to varying degrees, the drug problem affects all the countries of the Americas and impacts each of them in different ways. This diversity of situations gives rise to approaches and even interests that, while not divergent, demand different options for addressing them. Only this Organization has the capacity to bring together that diversity of approaches, interests, and options and, through plainspoken dialogue guided by a vocation for unity and collaboration among our states, find points of consensus and convergence among them all and so enable them to move forward in an atmosphere of solidarity, cooperation and unity.

We devoted the entire OAS General Assembly session last year in La Antigua to this subject. That meeting issued a declaration that drew the consensus of all the foreign ministers and representatives present, requesting our member states to initiate a process of consultations taking the contents of our reports into account. Those consultations, intense and fruitful, were conducted at the national, subregional, regional, and hemispheric levels. They opened up new areas of discussion; however, they have also generated important areas of consensus. We avidly await what the ministers and representatives here have to say about the impact our discussion of the drug problem has had in their respective countries.

Through these presentations, resolutions, and dialogues we have established the leadership of the OAS in confronting the multidimensional challenge that the drug problem poses, including the core issues of health and citizen security. We have also helped to strengthen the humanitarian approach to the issue, favored in the Western Hemisphere and Europe alike.

Forty years of the "war on drugs" have created a lot of laws, bureaucracy, and entrenched convictions. It would be unreasonable, therefore, to expect all the necessary changes to take place in all countries at the same time, or even in the near term. We have said that each country must address its own reality according to how the problem manifests itself.

Having said that, more than a year after our document was presented and that General Assembly session, I believe it is possible to identify some major areas of consensus resulting from the debate that they prompted. They should be regarded as the main impact of the effort that, all together, we undertook when the decision was made to prepare and analyze this work.

Allow me briefly to summarize those points of consensus which, moreover, largely concur with the draft resolution that the Chair of our Permanent Council has submitted to this special session of the General Assembly.

First point of consensus: The drug problem should be addressed under a public-health approach. Even though our CICAD 2010 hemispheric drug strategy already identifies drug dependence as a chronic and recurrent problem that should be treated as a public health issue, in practice only a handful of countries have succeeded in adopting the necessary policy obligations to provide the endorsement and support that this approach needs, as well as allocating the resources and commitment for tackling the problem.

The public-health approach proposes the implementation of broad three-pronged interventions:  interventions designed to impact users or persons at risk, the availability of substances, and an environment that tolerates or accepts their use. An effective demand reduction policy requires political support, a robust legal framework, and adequate resources and funding to ensure the policy's sustainability.

That was why we said that it was an out and out contradiction say that we would treat drug addicts as people with health problems and at the same time criminalize them for using drugs or committing some offense related to it. For the same reason, we also insisted that there was a need to look actively for alternatives to locking up those who are the last link in the perverse drug chain.

We also pointed out that the option of decriminalizing personal use, which 12 countries in our Hemisphere have adopted, ought to be given serious consideration as a possibility for the rest.

In my opinion, this criterion, which we refer to as the "public-health approach” has ended up imposing itself on our countries and governments by consensus.

One of the things that came out of the meeting between the directors of the Pan American Health Organization and our representatives in that organization in September 2013 was renewed interest in the drug issue on the part of health ministers.

That meeting was followed by the negotiation of a joint CICAD/PAHO work plan, which includes concrete activities such as the convocation of joint subregional meetings of public health ministers and members of national drug commissions. The first of these events brought together the countries of Central America under the auspices of SICA (Central American Integration System) and was held in San Salvador in June 2014. 

We are aware that much remains to be done to implement this public health vision and approach, which has many dimensions and requires a lengthy institutionalization process. However, we are equally aware that the progress made in these past months would not have been possible without the process of reflection undertaken in our member states and beyond.

Second point of consensus: Judicial reforms are needed to offer alternatives to incarceration.  Enforcing harsh drug laws has led the incarceration rate in many of our countries to skyrocket, causing acute prison overcrowding. In addition, drug use does not stop at the prison gates, with the result that the root problem is sometimes never addressed (or treated in the case of drug addiction) at any stage of the judicial or penal process.

Several countries have already taken the decision to explore the possibility of taking steps to correct this situation to ensure that prisoners' human rights and basic guarantees are respected while at the same time maintaining and ensuring public security.

This issue features prominently in the Declaration of La Antigua, reflecting the concerns of many of our member states. The specific problem of punishment proportionality is a priority, for instance, for the United States, and it was one of the main subjects of our meeting with Attorney General Holder at the last Meeting of Ministers Responsible for Public Security in the Americas (MISPA) as well as proposals we made for public debate in his country.

As CICAD Chair, in December 2013, Colombia proposed the creation of a working group to analyze and generate alternatives to criminalization and incarceration at every link in the chain of the world drug problem, with a gender-aware approach that encompasses producers and users. 

This Working Group began its work and in June 2014. So far it has analyzed options for situations that arise before the criminal justice system comes into play; for situations in the pretrial stages of the judicial process; for persons already convicted; and for noncustodial alternatives for the prison population.

A second technical-policy meeting, to which the vice ministers of justice of the countries that have expressed an interest in the Working Group have been invited, is scheduled to be held in Cartagena de Indias, Colombia, from October 20 to 22. We await with great interest the progress report on this initiative.

Several concrete lines of actions are proposed for consideration in this area. There are four of particular note: 

1) A review of the severity of penalties and classification of offenses for certain specific profiles of offenders connected with the drug world; 

2) The exploration of noncustodial alternatives for drug-addicted offenders, as well as for individuals who commit minor offenses and who represent the weakest links in the trafficking chains;

3) The application of a public-health approach for drug-addicted offenders in the prison system; and 

4) An emphasis on social-work reintegration for drug offenders, both under noncustodial punishment schemes and in the prison system.

Third point of consensus: Transnational organized crime is a principal actor in the drug problem. 

As we said in this document and repeated in La Antigua, the process of production, trafficking, sale, and use of drugs has created an illicit economy that undermines security, the personal and material well-being of our citizens, and the integrity of our institutions.

We have shown how that activity has spawned or strengthened immense transnational criminal networks that have ultimately expanded their operations into other areas of crime to such an extent that one could be forgiven for believing that not even the disappearance of that illegal economy would put an end to their criminal activities.

At the transnational level, other unlawful activities pursued by these organizations include illegal arms trafficking, smuggling, piracy, trafficking in persons, migrant trafficking, organ trafficking, trafficking in endangered species, and trafficking in antiquities, among others.

At the domestic or national level, in addition to the production and sale of controlled substances, criminal organizations engage in such activities the sale of illegal arms, piracy and contraband, prostitution, robbery and sale of stolen goods, illegal mining, which is a matter of concern for several of our countries, and the victimization of migrants.

There is a consensus in our region that these criminal networks, which come under our definition of transnational organized crime, must be prevented and combated within a framework of international cooperation

The General Assembly session in La Antigua thus declared the commitment of the American states to increase efforts to prevent, detect, and punish operations that launder the proceeds of criminal activities, particularly those derived from illicit drug trafficking and corruption, and to strengthen international cooperation to prevent those proceeds from entering into, transiting through, or egressing from our financial systems.

In turn, the General Assembly session held in Asunción, Paraguay, in June this year instructed the General Secretariat to establish and coordinate an Inter-American Network for the Prevention of Violence and Crime.

The resolution submitted today at this special session of the General Assembly quite specifically addresses possible ways for coordinating an effective campaign to combat money laundering, a type of crime that is, by definition, transnational and one that we must tackle jointly. 

Fourth point of consensus: It is indispensable to strengthen judicial and public order institutions. 

Most countries in our Hemisphere, particularly those that can be characterized as transit countries for controlled substances, suffer from major shortcomings in their state institutions, exacerbated by the corrupting practices of criminal organizations themselves, which enable those organizations to increase the use of violence as their main way of doing business.

Under these circumstances, violence becomes the only means to settle scores with competing organizations and gain a stronghold over the community and, in many instances, over the State itself.

It is worth recalling here that the 2010 joint UNDP-OAS report "Our Democracy" noted that “not enough State explains why we have the world’s highest homicide rate, why drug cartels rule whole territories and influence public decision-making, why there are large areas that are not ruled by law.”

The important Human Development Report also issued by the United Nations Development Programme addresses the subject of violence even more extensively.

The need to strengthen judicial and public order institutions as a result of this situation currently enjoys wholesale consensus in our countries and among our governments. Some of them have made significant efforts to professionalize their police forces in addition to cleaning up and strengthening judicial institutions.

For others, however, the challenge remains and substantial investments will be needed of both financial and human capital over an extended period of time if they are to successfully strengthen their judicial and public order institutions.
Mr. President, Madame Vice President, Ministers, and Delegates:

In addition to the visible points of consensus on which our collective efforts are moving forward, there are various other initiatives under way in our countries.

 The laws enacted in a number of countries liberalizing or introducing new rules on cannabis use have attracted most attention but in no instance are they the only measures adopted.

We hope that at this meeting each country will enlighten us about their experiences, which should always arouse our interest and understanding. In this search for new approaches and in the framework of the points of consensus already achieved, it is important for us to have the opportunity to evaluate all these experiences objectively and constructively.
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We have made significant strides since May and June last year. Nevertheless, we still have a long way to go.

It is likely that along the way many issues will test our collective solidarity as states of the Americas and our resolve to find collective solutions to our collective problems.

In that regard, I will only reiterate the recommendations we made last year:  come what may and regardless of the obstacles that we may face, cooperation is necessary and must be sought by means of an holistic approach based on scientific evidence and experience, always taking into account each country's realities and needs. 

So I wish you a productive discussion of these points and any other matters the representatives might wish to raise. We are hopeful that the outcome of this meeting will enable the countries of the Americas to speak with one voice on the world drug problem at the United Nations General Assembly Special Session in 2016.

Thank you very much.
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