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Distinguished Vice President of Guatemala; 

His Excellency José Miguel Insulza, Secretary General of the Organization of American States; 

His Excellency Albert Ramdin, Assistant Secretary General of the Organization of American States; 

His Excellency Carlos Raúl Morales, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Guatemala; Distinguished Heads of Delegation of the Organization of American States; 

Observers;

Special Guests; 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me warmly welcome you all to my country: We are very happy to be hosting this special Assembly of the Organization of American States; and Guatemala is once again honored to welcome you to this hemispheric gathering as we meet today for the forty-sixth special session of the General Assembly of the Organization of American States, which gives us an opportunity to reaffirm our states' commitment to taking decisive action toward a hemispheric drugs policy for the 21st century.

I have been in office for two years and nine months now, and since I assumed this position, we have spurred discussion on the issue of drugs and I discovered that other former presidents and sitting presidents were doing the same. 

It was important, I feel, that in three or four months this debate could have been taken to the Summit of the Americas in 2012 and since then, we all know what happened – the Organization of American States report on drugs was delivered, after sixteen months of discussion and consensus-building. Without a shadow of a doubt, I think we are making progress as a Hemisphere, coming up with important agreements, finding new approaches, new routes, and new policies to address the drug problem. 

At the Summit of the Americas that was held in Cartagena de Indias, Colombia, the Heads of State asked the Organization of American States precisely for such a study, whereby we would learn about the drug problem in the Americas. That same year, we, the presidents of Colombia, Mexico, and Guatemala, asked the United Nations to hold a special session of the General Assembly to review the drug policy arising from the 1961 Single Convention and its additional protocols. 

This session was scheduled for the first quarter of 2016; and everyone there felt that in order to get to this meeting, our region–which is among the regions of the world most seriously affected by the drugs scourge–must build agreements and find consensus to come up with a common position.

That is why, only last year June in La Antigua Guatemala we hosted the forty-third regular session of the General Assembly of the Organization of American States, where the Declaration of Antigua Guatemala, “For a Comprehensive Policy against the World Drug Problem in the Americas,” was adopted. Together with the Organization of American States Secretary General’s report on the issue of drugs in the Americas, this Declaration seeks to spur frank and open discussion, aimed at finding more effective solutions to the scourge of drugs.

While I can tell you about our experience, every country will have its own experience and we have seen countries take important decisions that can serve as a model. But just two days ago, I met with the national commission that we set up to reform the drug policy here in our country: young students and people who were carefully selected–people with a lot of analytical skills and a lot of expertise; and I started to think about something they told me, which they reaffirmed yesterday at the meeting we had, where they were telling me that the drug policy in Guatemala keeps claiming its paternity, but what we really have in our country is a stepfather. 

These are the words of the national drug policy reform commission, telling us furthermore that we have a stepfather because the policy is not responding to the interests and needs of our country but rather to the interests and needs of another country; and that what is unfolding is a war for prohibition and against consumerism, but we here in Guatemala are not consumers, they argued. 

This is a result of all these debates that are beginning to take place in the countries; is the product of putting together as they have done–teams to study, analyze, and understand the reality of each nation. The national drug policy reform commission told me that we do not have enough data to be able to make recommendations as to what we should do right now for decision-making in our country. 

The data are insufficient, and that's one of the main proposals–we must have data; we need to have enough data to be able to then make the right decisions as a country. And that's what is happening with us here in Guatemala; I think that by keeping our distance, we are perhaps very much in the same boat as certain other countries, and I think that's what is driving us to keep doing these studies, to keep doing these internal analyses, to keep making the proposal, to keep putting that proposal to debate at meetings such as these, which will allow us to take an increasingly broad-minded position.

It is a position from a perspective different from what we have been doing for the past 50 years; it affords us–as a continent, as countries that have stayed close-knit–a great relationship, a great friendship, to have a lot in common to be able to move forward together and be able to take positions vis-a-vis the rest of the world in the run up to the United Nations Assembly in the first quarter of 2016; to allow us as a continent to take a common position not only as member countries–of the Organization of American States, in this instance–in the run up to 2016, but each of us can also share all these experiences with other continents, with other countries that in one way or another suffer from this scourge as well; and we can thus have a successful Assembly at the United Nations, one that is reform-oriented, with a new approach; and for us not only as a continent but as a global organization to truly be able to more effectively tackle this drug problem.

In the Declaration of Antigua, we undertook to strengthen the public health systems, as the Secretary General of the Organization of American States already noted; and we undertook to approach the user as a target of public health. We pledged to strengthen states as promoters of peace; to incorporate human rights into drug policy; and to strengthen and promote hemispheric cooperation. Some countries of our region have given themselves to the serious task of revising their anti-drugs policies, as noted above, and have even gone further, testing out fundamental changes in terms of their approaches and priorities.  I am confident these experiences can help us find alternative courses of action, and it is my hope that they will teach us how to change the reality of our Hemisphere.

Distinguished delegates, I trust the deliberations as well as the outcome of this special session will reflect the complexity of the challenges we face as states, in terms of the global drug problem. We are mindful that the current international regime is prohibition-focused and encourages the war our countries, especially those that are transit countries–and here I am speaking for Central America, especially Guatemala–have unleashed on drugs, with a high cost in violence, among other things.
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That is why I believe is a time to recognize the need for flexibility in interpreting the conventions, for each country, within the confines of its own reality, to take an innovative approach to its capacity to combat drug production, trafficking, and consumption; and, as the global commission suggested, this is a debate that we should have in the year and a half remaining before the United Nations special session in 2016 because as a country, not only are we willing to participate but to facilitate it just like other countries that have even gone beyond what we ourselves have been able to do. Guatemala will shortly be assuming chairmanship of the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD), a forum in which, with all of you participating, we will be evaluating the findings and scope, but beyond that, we will come up with agreements, build consensus, and move forward together, taking a progressive approach to problems that affect us, even if they affect us differently; but they nevertheless affect us all.

Best wishes to you, and, as you struggle over the current hemispheric strategy and pursuant to any agreements that may be reached here, may we devote ourselves to the task of crafting a 2016-2020 action plan that recognizes our diversity and at the same time tackles the new challenges.

Distinguished Delegates, Representatives, Honorable Ministers, Heads of Delegation, Ambassadors, Heads of Mission:  I wish to thank you for coming to Guatemala and invite you to join us as we continue to work together to find innovative solutions for addressing this problem. Be assured of Guatemala's commitment and the commitment of this friend of yours. I wish you a successful day; and may this special Assembly of the Organization of American States demonstrate not only the capacity of member countries to tackle difficult issues but–more than that–may it yield agreements, reach consensus, and move forward together on the basis of a progressive approach to problems that affect us, even if they affect differently, but they nevertheless affect us all. I convey best wishes for this Assembly to be a success. May God bless and enlighten you. 

Thank you very much.
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