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It is my genuine pleasure for the second time – the first was exactly one year ago – to have the inspiring experience of coming together and becoming acquainted with, and perhaps having rub off the talent and creativity of the young people participating in the Talent and Innovation Competition of the Americas, or TIC Americas.  

ICT Americas is an international competition designed to promote better business plans and the generation of innovative ideas and alliances among young entrepreneurs of the Americas.

The first edition of this competition, organized by the Young Americas Business Trust in conjunction with the private sector of the Americas, was held last year.  Its finals in Panama, in the framework of the thirty-seventh regular session of the OAS General Assembly, brought together finalists selected from among 790 teams from 42 countries of the Americas, Africa, Europe, and the Near East.

This year, in the competition’s second edition, 30 finalist teams have been selected from among the 850 that applied.  These teams represent 13 countries of the Americas and other regions of the world and, over the next two days, they will exhibit their projects, which compete in seven categories:  Social Entrepreneurship, E-business, Spirit of Entrepreneurship, Tradition and Culture, Creative Design, New Markets, and International Alliance.

These brilliant young people we receive today at the opening of these finals, represent thousands of young people of our Hemisphere with the capacities, enthusiasm, and knowledge required to start their own businesses and contribute to their societies with independence and creativity.

We consider that even those not awarded prizes, from their participation in this competition will have gained greater experience and knowledge enabling them to expand their skills and develop contacts and networks that will be the basis for other future success, at both the business level and for their personal development.

We hope they view TIC Americas as an opportunity, beyond awards, to seek to develop such networks and for their subsequent follow-up; and for what began here to become the basis for their future development as entrepreneurs.

The winning group today is not new to us.  DUTO was the winning team of the 2007 TIC Americas in the Social Entrepreneurship category with its IRIS project, which provides a learning tool for visually impaired children which enables them to perceive by touch all types of images, shapes, and colors, as can no other device on the world’s markets.  Therefore, it is destined to become a model for the commitment we expect of all winners of the TIC Americas Award. 

The DUTO team is composed of four young Colombian entrepreneurs whom I now wish to salute:  María Fernanda Zavala, José Jaramillo, Felipe Restrepo, and John Guerra.

Unquestionably this is an exemplary project, and an exemplary team which, having received the Social Entrepreneurship award in last year’s competition, has continued to win recognition for its work.  
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I would like to mention some of these prizes and recognitions, since I consider that they should be a source of pride not only for them but for us as well.  In this short time, they have earned the “Order of the Founders’ Cross” from the government of Pereira, and the recognition of the “Order of Entrepreneurial Merit” from the government of Risaralda, both cities in Colombia; they were one of the 100 winners of the  Global Young Social Entrepreneurs' 
Competition, held in Malaysia; they won the business plans competition “Businesses in Development” or “BiD Challenge Colombia,” and they represented their country in the “BiD Challenge International” in the Netherlands.  They also won the VENTURES competition in the general category, and were rated the project with greatest export potential.  And lastly, they were finalists in the “Stockholm Challenge 2008,” recently held in Sweden.

For all these honors, and in recognition of its record of international success and its commitment to social entrepreneurship, the OAS General Secretariat and the Young Americas Business Trust have the pleasure and honor to award to DUTO the 2008 Young Entrepreneur Star Award.
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