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Ladies and Gentlemen

I wish to express my appreciation to the Government and people of Columbia for their hospitality and the excellent arrangements made for the hosting of the 38th Regular Session of the General Assembly of the Organization of American States.  My thanks are also extended to the General Secretariat of the Organization of American States for the extensive preparatory work done to ensure the success of this 38th General Assembly.

Mr. President, Honourable Roosevelt Skerrit Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Commonwealth of Dominica has asked that I covey his regret at not being able to attend this important forum and his best wishes for the success of our deliberations.  

The Government of the Commonwealth of Dominica wishes to express its profound regrets to the Government and Peoples of Columbia, Honduras and Belize over recent occurrences. 

Mr. President, statistics show that the global youth population accounts for the largest segment of our societies. The International Labour Organization estimate that approximately 1 in every 5 young persons is between the ages of 15 to 24 years with 85 percent living in developing countries.  These statistics strengthen the adage, “an investment in our youth is an investment in the future” and reaffirm the belief that our youth population must be given the opportunity to play an integral part in the development of our member states.

Undeniably, this years’ theme, “Youth and Democratic Values” is timely and appropriate as Member States in this Hemisphere continue to struggle with growing concerns facing our youth.  Challenges in education and literacy, employment, the proliferation of gangs HIV/AIDS, the use of illicit drugs have significantly influenced the ability of young people to engage in meaningful leadership roles at every level in their societies.   Our Governments must commit to the adoption of policies and programmes which will re- engage young people and provide them with new opportunities for full integration and participation in society.
We must recognize the significant role played by the OAS in assisting its Member States by providing the fora in which the young people in this Hemisphere can engage in dialogue and access new opportunities and alternatives for employment and personal development. Initiatives such as the Young American Business Trust (YABT) particularly the Talent and Innovation Competition of the Americas (TIC) and the Youth Symposiums are widely supported and have contributed positively to shaping the future of our youth.   The September 2007 Youth Symposium appropriately titled “Empowering the Future Leaders of the Americas” provided an opportunity for youth in the Americas to dialogue and interact with their peers, the OAS Secretariat and a wide range of international agencies. 

The issue of youth employment has been identified as a priority for discussion by this august assembly.  Global youth unemployment rate is staggering and continues to rise.  Over 66 million young men and women are currently unemployed worldwide.  Youth are two to three times more likely to be unemployed than adults, thereby rending them more susceptible to risky and deviant behaviors.  We are, therefore, constantly challenged to deal with the issue of youth unemployment.  The Commonwealth of Dominica’s response to this challenge rests primarily on four pillars: Youth Empowerment, Education and Training, Enterprise Development and Voluntarism.

Our young people need to be empowered if they are to gain the ability and authority to make decisions and implement change.   Policy makers, parents, teachers and youth organizations must empower young persons to take responsibility for improving their quality of life.

I am pleased that this has been given some attention at the CARICOM sub region.  The CARICOM Youth Ambassadors Programme established by CARICOM Heads of Government in consideration of the important role, which must be played by the youth in regional and national development, seeks to empower young people across the Caribbean to assert themselves within the regional community maximizing the benefits of the Caribbean Single Market and Economy.  

As member states of the OAS, we recognize that education is key to strengthening democratic institutions and have committed to promoting a culture of democracy through formal and non-formal education.  The Inter-American Democratic Charter adopted in September 2001, emphasizes the importance of promoting democratic values to establish a democratic culture and mandates that “special attention be given to the development of programs and activities for the education of children and youth as a means of ensuring the continuance of democratic values, including liberty and social justice."
Mr. President, education remains a high priority for the Government of the Commonwealth of Dominica.  Government has made tremendous progress in its efforts to alleviate the impact of illiteracy among the island’s youth population.  In 2005, amidst and in spite of severe economic challenges, the Commonwealth of Dominica attained universal secondary education. Plans are currently underway to attain universal tertiary education by the year 2015 at which time every household in the Commonwealth of Dominica will have at least one college graduate.  The Government of the Commonwealth of Dominica is strongly committed to engaging our young people in a continuous process of re-education and re-equipping for the world of work.

The Government of the Commonwealth of Dominica in conjunction with the Private Sector, Local, Regional and International organizations has identified and initiated programmes which will increase access to education, integrate entrepreneurship and investment cultures into education and promote and support integrated approaches to self-employment and micro-enterprise development.   The Skills Training Programme and the Dominica Youth Business Trust continue to focus on training of the island’s youth in all sectors through non-formal modular approaches and provides employment opportunities thus impacting on the lives of young Dominicans in a positive way. 

The concept of voluntarism cannot be ignored and the Commonwealth of Dominica wishes to encourage that it is promoted throughout the hemisphere.  It is an exciting high impact programme which contributes to youth employment and the maintenance of democratic values and community building.  

Mr. President, we witness daily the proliferation of illicit drugs, gangs, gun crimes and organized crime among youth worldwide and recognize that young persons need to be actively engaged in constructive activities.  The Commonwealth of Dominica has taken a proactive approach to dealing with these challenges. Early preventive programmes such as the Drug Abuse Resistance Education, the Police Organization for Youth Development, the Cadet Corp and the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme serve to mitigate the negative impact of crime in the Dominican Society.  The Government of Dominica has in recent years, also established a number of programmes to enhance the development of sports and reward the efforts of deserving young people in various sporting disciplines.
Mr. President, the Declaration of Nuevo León, Special Summit of the Americas held in Mexico 2004 reiterates the commitment to democracy and the importance of democratic governance as it relates to leadership and political training of our young people.   

The Inter-American Democratic Charter advocates the strengthening of democracy through promotion of all forms of participation.   The Charter reaffirms the right and responsibility of all citizens to participate in decision making relating to their own development and that participation in development as a necessary condition for the full and effective exercise of democracy.  

The importance of youth participation in community activities and public life is vital to the promotion and exercise of democracy. Of equal importance are the programmes where young people are trained for leadership roles in partnership with the Private/Public sectors and International organizations. These non-traditional approaches will focus on the youth in an effort to engender discipline, hard work and a sense of pride in themselves.
We have an obligation to demonstrate to our youth that democratic values do not only encompass free and fair elections, but also an enabling environment in which they able to lift themselves out of the quagmire of hopelessness.  Our democratic values must provide the means to afford them the ability to realize the realistic goals they set for themselves, and assist them to see themselves as an integral part of the society in which they must function. 

In closing, the Government of the Commonwealth of Dominica lauds the work of Government and People of Haiti, the OAS and the Friends of Haiti to ensure that Haiti’s is return to full participatory democracy.  The Government of the Commonwealth of Dominica reiterates the call for political and socio economic development and notes with concern the current situation in our sister island as it grapples with the debilitating threats to food security.  The Government of the Commonwealth of Dominica is encouraged by and applauds the swift measures taken by some of our Member States of the Hemisphere to alleviate the negative effects rising food prices on our people.  
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I thank you.
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