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People often say that ours is a region of youth and they are right.  In Latin America and the Caribbean, 350 million people, over 67% of the population, are under age 35, and approximately 150 million, some 20%, are aged 15 to 24.  Less often mentioned and, unfortunately, also true, is that these young people constitute the sector of our population at greatest risk and that most bearing the brunt of our constraints and problems.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, over 11 million youth live on $1 per day, below the level of extreme poverty.  The youth unemployment rate is 16%, i.e., three times higher than that for adults.  The situation is more unfortunate still for low income youth, for whom the unemployment rate is some 30%.  

Over 30 million of the 48 million young people in work have informal sector jobs with no security.  This means that two of every three young people with jobs work in sectors with low levels of productivity or little or no social security coverage and, often, without having signed an employment contract.

Moreover, it is these young people who to a greater or lesser extent bear the brunt of crime and violence.  Youth of society’s poorest strata, especially young men, are the main perpetrators of the activities of bands and gangs.  But much less well known is that they are also the main victims of violence.  The general death rate from bodily injury in our region – 27.7 per 100,000 – is much higher (83.2 per 100,000) among youth aged 15 to 29 and is the main cause of death in that group.  The rate is higher still among middle and lower strata youth, where it exceeds 100 per 100,000 inhabitants. 

In such a context, it is easy to understand that many young people feel dissatisfied and sometimes even disillusioned with their societies, since they thus far have been unable to provide them with what these youth need for decent lives as human beings and as citizens. 

That is why the theme of this year’s General Assembly poses so great a challenge.  The central theme of the thirty-eighth regular session of the OAS General Assembly, which we will officially open next Sunday but which has already begun with our meetings with you, is “Youth and Democratic Values.”  The Organization of American States has an obligation not only to draw youth to democratic values, but to do so by seeking to ensure that effective justice and equal opportunity are the aspects of democracy that definitively convince such youth of its merits. 

We seek to meet this obligation by providing support for the development of democratic institutions and implementing best democratic political practices, but also by promoting the economic and social development of our countries, and therefore the betterment of the living conditions of their inhabitants, especially their young people.

One very effective way to make headway in this regard is to promote entrepreneurial and innovative activity.  Such activity may not only become a major source of income and employment but may also make it possible to develop and profit from young people’s energy, capacities, initiative, and creativity.

Deriving societal benefit from these our young people’s attributes poses a challenge, and the Organization of American States is mindful of this.  Regarding youth unemployment, the Plan of Action of the Mar del Plata Summit of the Americas, held in late 2005, provides that efforts should be strengthened in the development of public policies to reduce youth unemployment and significantly lower the percentage of young people that neither study nor work. That mandate also indicates that such policies should be targeted specifically at training, vocational training, reinsertion into the educational system in order to acquire new job skills, and promotion of access by young people of either gender to their first job. That same year, our General Assembly explicitly established the mandate to address youth unemployment by promoting entrepreneurship.
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Accordingly, the OAS has obligations in this regard and we are meeting them.  We are particularly proud of the Young Americas Business Trust (YABT) program and its initiatives implemented in the last term. 

YABT provides business labs, training programs, financial education projects, and internships designed to provide tools to enable young people to develop business skills and, ultimately, to create jobs and contribute to economic growth and development.  The program has now trained some 20,000 people under age 35, from nearly every country of the Hemisphere, many of whom have successfully gone on to start businesses of their own.

One of the main initiatives promoted by the YABT is the Talent and Innovation Competition of the Americas, known as TIC Americas, whose second edition we will launch this afternoon.  This is an international competition that identifies and awards prizes for business plans.  This year, 30 teams from 13 countries, selected from among the over 800 that applied, will be present here in Medellín in the competition finals.  This is an indication of the vast numbers of young people of our region with the enthusiasm and capacity to turn good ideas into good businesses.  Good businesses will enable them not only to create their own jobs and sources of income, but also to do so independently and with the great satisfaction of seeing their creativity and efforts translate directly into results that satisfy their societies’ immediate needs. 

TIC Americas and similar initiatives are those we would like this meeting to consider, seeking its frequent replication in support of our youth.  My conviction is that it is important for young people to gain awareness of and learn about entrepreneurial activity and to be aware of and able to discuss concepts such as corporate social responsibility and innovation.

I consider there is no better way to disseminate among young people the values of democracy than to demonstrate that they have a useful and productive place within it, since democracy is not merely a set of institutions or a system of government, but also an opportunity to be useful to others through own initiative and effort.

I thank you all for your presence at this meeting and extend to you my wish for the success of this dialogue. 
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