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It is a great honor for me, as Head of State of Honduras, to install the thirty-ninth regular session of the General Assembly of the Organization of American States in this beloved city of San Pedro Sula, which has opened its doors to us and which the presence of all of you here from across the Hemisphere has converted into the preeminent capital of the Americas.
I also wish to extend a warm welcome to all those who have come from different parts of the world, including Europe and Asia, and from other organizations.
This land is extraordinarily well situated in the heartland of the Americas.  Honduras shares its customs and lifestyles with our entire region.  We are the land of corn, the cradle of Mayan civilization, and the special site which gave birth to the great national hero Francisco Morazán Quesada, the martyr of the Central American Union, to whom we pay tribute for his historic legacy to bring about Central American unity and now the unity of the Americas.
Your interest in this meeting and your presence here do honor to us Hondurans and make us a country that, with kindness and generosity, extends its home to you and offers you its attention and friendship, so that you will feel that Honduras also belongs to you.
I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation to Secretary General Insulza for supporting Honduras when it asked to host this thirty-ninth regular session of the General Assembly of the Organization of American States, in June 2009, as well to the members of the OAS Permanent Council and the foreign ministers, and for the strong backing he gave us in mounting this international meeting.  As he said, this event may be the most important international event that our country has organized and carried out in the recent past.
For those of us who regularly share many of the problems affecting the countries here present, we believe that what Secretary Insulza said is absolutely true.  When Latin America was experiencing diverse levels of growth, working toward different stages of development, and achieving positive results, we were struck in general by an economic crisis, by a crisis in global capitalism, a highly speculative capitalism that has, not just of late but for a very long time, given rise to violence in various parts of the world, but especially in our regions.  The developing countries are always more seriously affected.  For that reason, we believe that a new era is actually opening up throughout the Hemisphere and in different social spheres, an era of both international relations and well thought out progressive measures, which call for reforms in all structural aspects of the rule of law.
This is a propitious time for our nations.  These recent global events are opening doors to decision-making.  Crises also afford opportunities if we know how to take advantage of them and view them as possibilities for change and reform.  It would be wrong to accept everything at face value, to adapt to the situation, and not to propose possible alternatives for development.

In this specific case, regional, local, and hemispheric organizations are therefore obliged to take these measures, because it can be said that the causes of the problems and the crisis at the international level are still unknown and, because of this ignorance about the causes, because no one is specifically being blamed, it would seem that we the developing countries have to make a dual effort to prevent these problems and avoid them in the future, and to respond to them immediately.
At times it would appear that we are alone and that we are receiving little timely support to these crises, and it is therefore important for the types of action that lead to these imbalances to be corrected at the source.
As explained so well by Secretary Insulza, when Latin America began its economic upswing, international fraud and abuse emerged and necessarily slowed the region’s growth, especially in our countries.  The impact has been felt gradually–perhaps not so much as in Europe and the United States, where growth has been negative–and we have managed to maintain positive growth despite the crisis.
If I may, I would like to share some related data with you that are important for our region.

In the past three years, Honduras has become the most dynamic economy in Central America, with growth rates of over 6.3 and 6.7 percent in 2006 and 2007, respectively.  Even in 2008, when the first blows of the crisis were felt, we managed to grow by 4.3 percent.  This year we are projecting a growth of at least 1 to 2 percent, still positive growth in the face of this crisis.

This performance of the Honduran economy is all the more noteworthy when we realize that in prior decades our average growth was no higher than 4 percent per year.  In the past three years Honduras has gone from being a highly indebted country to being a lower middle income country, with per capita income rising from US$1,356 to $1,846 in 2008, at nominal values.  We were able to maintain the exchange rate of our currency and keep our fiscal deficit very low, at barely 1.5 percent of Gross Domestic Product, perhaps the lowest rate ever.  During the two years before the crisis, we managed to lower interest rates to 9 and 10 percent, on average, especially in the productive and export sectors.
Tax collection in the past three years improved significantly, without imposing any new taxes on the country or the people and without raising tax rates.  We were able to raise tax revenues by 12 to 15 percent simply by creating appropriate mechanisms for increasing the efficiency of the state, the finance department, and the executive revenue office.
The Honduran and the foreign business sectors have also made a significant contribution to development.  We achieved the highest foreign investment growth rates in the past three years, equivalent to more than 10 to 17 percent of our exports, especially in the country’s agricultural sector.
It is important that the incentives to this economy were specifically accompanied by concerted policies and measures in the different sectors of the country.  However, the economic crisis calls for immediate responses and responses in all sectors.  It is not only a matter of supporting big business or the very financial systems that are guilty of and responsible for the crisis, or of giving funds to these international economic groups.  Rather, compensation must be given to the workers.
This year (on December 24), Honduras passed a landmark increase in the minimum wage for workers, converting us into a country with a decent minimum wage.  This, in compensation for the crisis, as it is the workers who most feel the effects of price increases for food, fuel, medicine, and other necessities, specifically because they are the poorest among us.
As I said, this consistency in our approach has gone hand in hand with measures regarding production and exports.  I also mentioned the specific case of foreign investment in our country.  Honduras ranks first in tilapia exports to the United States, one of the major outlets for clothing exports and exports of harnesses for a certain type of input used by Honduran maquila industries for that country.
We are hopeful that we will be able to maintain growth opportunities even though orders have been canceled and some of our locals have lost jobs precisely because of the crisis in international markets.
Our country’s agriculture, which provides food for our people, has been dependent on food exports.  Honduras, which has sufficient land, water, and rivers, imports food from abroad.  Almost 50 percent of national consumption has been imported, precisely because industrialized countries like the United States and the European countries subsidize their agriculture, and we cannot compete with them.  However, despite the crisis, in less than three years we have been able to increase Honduran food production by 40 to 50 percent.
Last year, the “World Economic Forum,” a World Bank body that develops the Global Competitiveness Index, said that Honduras moved up 15 points in a mere 24 months in the global competitiveness ranking.  Its rank is now 82, which is a milestone for our country after having remained at the same level for decades.
Similarly, the “Doing Business” report, also a World Bank report, recognized Honduras as the Central American country with the best response times in Central America, Latin America, and the Caribbean for starting a business, registering property, construction permits, and tax preparation and payment.
These indicators actually constitute international recognition for the figures I have just given.
Honduras is very heavily energy dependent, as it has to import 70 percent of its productive capacity from energy rich countries.  We are endeavoring to change this matrix to 30 percent imports and 70 percent national production.  We have sufficient forms of energy–neglected by the neoliberal model–which expected market forces alone to guide the state, and it has been widely shown that market forces produce profits but in particular that it amasses them.  Market forces must be steered by the people through the state.
That is why we are pushing for large hydroelectrical dams, one of them with Taiwan, Patuca III, and others with Brazil, Jicatuyo and Los Llanitos.  In addition, a U.S. company has come to invest in wind power.  As a result, in the next seven or eight years, Honduras will no longer be dependent on the international community for its lifeblood, energy.
This has been a great achievement in the design of new government planning policies that had been excluded from the state’s working procedures.
I would also like to mention one special case, specifically in the area of energy.  The National Electric Power Company was losing up to three billion lempiras each year, and the government had to turn to the private sector and the banks to pay for our country’s thermal energy supply.
Last year we managed to cut the losses from three billion to 200 million, and so far this year the National Electric Power Company is running a surplus.  We hope that oil prices will not increase again as they did last year as a result of the Wall Street collapse, to a point that we will not be able to meet our obligations.
We did receive considerable support from Venezuela last year, through Petrocaribe, to help us deal with these terrible international oil imbalances.
Tourism in Honduras, our main source of foreign exchange in the country, is experiencing a tremendous boom, with a growth rate of 18 percent.  There are now three wharves operating with U.S. companies in Roatán and the Bahía Islands.
We are expanding the necessary infrastructure for national tourism.  A new airport is under development in Concepción, Copán, as is a new airport, actually an airstrip but a large one, in El Aguacate, Catacamas.  We are also about to begin work on a terminal in Palmerola, which will provide our country with an extremely important international traffic hub.
The same is true for completion of the Dry Canal between Honduras and El Salvador and for access to Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala.  We hope to expand these routes to other places in Central America for the movement of persons, goods, and both air and land vehicles.  In the Central American CA-4 countries, there is already free movement of goods and persons, with various development opportunities.
In the years ahead, Honduras can become a highly important logistical transportation and cargo center.  This year, thanks to support from the Inter-American Development Bank and the Central American Bank for Economic Integration, we are expanding our potential capacity in the largest Central American Atlantic port, Puerto Cortés.
All of this constitutes an important economic growth plan to reduce poverty.
All these measures during the first two years my administration brought about a miracle in Honduras, a miracle that my opponents do not want to acknowledge.  They are upset about it but that’s their problem.  For the first time, extreme poverty dropped by 9.8 percent after having stagnated for 20 years, which means that half a million people who were living in poverty saw improvements in their standard of living.
This is also the result of the First Lady’s programs to bring education and health care to our country’s poorest people through the Solidarity Network, an extremely important part of the Honduran social structure.  The creation of the Ministry of Social Development and the Solidarity Network affords poor people a coordinated structure for raising their problems.
As I said, extreme poverty dropped, from 46 to 36 percent in 2008.  This also entailed a 6 percent decline in relative poverty, after a reduction of a mere 1 percent over the 10 previous years.
Income inequality between the richest and the poorest 20 percent of Hondurans fell significantly, from 36 times in 2005 to 18 in 2008; in other words, the richest people stopped earning more although they were still earning, and the poor started to have more income.  This is justice at work.
The Gini coefficient, an indicator you are familiar with, went from 0.5 to 0.4.
These years have also had a major social impact.  I shall mention two outstanding figures in our progress.
Honduras’s investment in education is the highest in Latin America.  Clearly, significant improvements in educational quality are needed, and educational coverage is still very poor, but we are the country that proportionately invests the most in education in all of Latin America–10 percent of our Gross Domestic Product. 


We have very special programs, for example, Free Matriculation, an extremely generous, innovative program, whereby children attend school completely cost-free.  The number of children in the first and second grades who benefited from this program rose by 450,000.
We have managed to expand the coverage of the School Lunch program, a program that provides children with a free meal every day in schools, to 1,350,000 children from 800,000. This improvement in nutrition has obviously helped improve poverty rates in the country.
This year, thanks to financing from Taiwan, we are going to make available in our schools something that children elsewhere from the developed world already have: computers.  We will be distributing 30,000 computers to more than 2,500 schools to provide children with computer centers where they can develop their skills and be afforded the opportunities they need to compete in this increasingly complex, globalized world.
There is much to do in this field, but we are trying to respond to the setbacks that can result from the crisis with proactive policies, especially in the area in which we have a great interest, the environment.  Honduras has become a carbon neutral country, in other words we are producing more oxygen than carbon.  How did we do this?  Quite simply, the Armed Forces work with us and all the people on forest management and protection, forest fire reduction, and control of the illegal felling of trees.  Honduras now has a positive rating in environmental management and protection.
In particular, UNESCO, the organization that deals with the cultural and world heritage of humankind, has already declared that many zones considered to be at risk or endangered in Honduras are now being conserved by the country and are no longer threatened.
Last year, Honduras received an award for being one of the outstanding major actors in national public risk management, specifically, at the Accra Forum, in Ghana, where the world’s most highly industrialized countries met with developing countries to define terms for cooperation.
As you can see, these programs supplement the anti-crisis plan developed by the Government and people of Honduras, to respond to the various problems besetting us nationally and internationally.

We do not want the advances made by Latin America and other parts of the world to be lost because of the current international economic crisis.  We have to make every possible effort and have already put forward regional and local proposals.
The Central American Integration System and the Central American Customs Union, in eliminating boundaries in Central America, already constitute a response to this crisis.  We are joining forces.
We are engaged in negotiations on a trade association with Europe, but want to redress the imbalances in the Free Trade Treaty signed with other countries.  We therefore supported Nicaragua’s proposal to establish a compensation fund, in which European and Central American countries would make investments for the poor, because there are areas where we cannot compete.  A small Central American businessman cannot compete with a large transnational, which would absorb it.  This would turn us into consumer countries rather than producer countries.  We are now trying to redress these imbalances in the new trade associations.
We have signed trade agreements with the United States, Taiwan, Colombia, Chile, all of Central America, and Mexico and are making great strides, but trade is not all we can be involved in as a state.  We have to find alternative systems in this regard.  In that connection, I recognize the efforts made by South America, both UNASUR and the Alternative Bolivarian Project for the Americas (ALBA), which is a solidarity-based project that has operated very well with our region and that is producing good results in agriculture; in education, with the “Yes, I Can” program; and in alternative programs that directly serve the poorest communities, with little red tape or bureaucracy but simply the good will and solidarity of the countries involved.
The sucre, proposed as a regional currency unit that can compete with the yen or the dollar, is an ingenious idea for Latin America as we must find new development opportunities.
Today, these are the ways we intend to tackle the crisis, in addition to the funds we have made available locally and the support we are receiving in the form of debt forgiveness from the industrialized countries, the Paris Club, the United States, the IDB, the World Bank, and the European Economic Community.  Taken as a whole, these efforts are intended to provide answers for a country in which, over the years, six persons out of 10 have been living in poverty.
The models used here have not worked for the poor.  They have worked for those with capital and those who in some way gain power through economic liberalism.  But since they have not worked for the large majority of the population, it is necessary to shore up all processes.
Honduras has proposed several alternatives at the global level: the global currency proposed at the United Nations as well as restructuring of international organizations in order to seek better opportunities for guaranteeing justice and development for the people.  This too is one of the initiatives we have promoted over the years.
The defense of freedom and democracy obliges us likewise to deal with different international and local systems.  The economic and political power of some sectors of society stand in the way of many changes and transformations.
A society must have the right to disagree, the right to dissent, the right to speak out in response to systematic violations, in particular of a country’s living conditions.
These aspects of local economic power are often in conflict with one another and are the most resistant to change because they are not very aware of the world around them.
Our government has been extremely respectful of the rule of law and of democracy.  All of our proposals have been geared specifically toward preserving them.
We have examined the situation and firmly believe that the people must be allowed to express themselves in a direct and participatory democracy.  A great deal of internal opposition has arisen in our country merely because we wanted the people to express themselves in a simple referendum.  We have said over and over again, and I will reiterate it today to this Assembly of the Organization of American States:  the Government of the Republic, the Liberal Party government, the government of your servant, Mel Zelaya, will be in place until January 27, 2010, performing its functions.
But we do plan to set up a new way to consult the people, a type of referendum.  If the people were consulted more about the decisions taken by their leaders or their congresses, the world would not be in the situation it is in today.
This important development factor, i.e. national and international public opinion, is essential.  Thus we reiterate that the decision by the Government and the people of Honduras to establish a constitutional system for ongoing consultation is a decision that helps us move forward.
The referendum will be held on June 28.  As an advocate of democracy, I respectfully ask those of you who are opposed to go to the polls and vote no.  That is how we will shore up our democracy.
I would also like to mention the theme for the thirty-ninth regular session that was proposed by Honduras, the commitment by states to a culture of peace and non-violence.  This commitment was kindly supported and endorsed by the OAS Permanent Council and the OAS member states, and especially by Secretary General Insulza.  It is a topic that gives us food for thought.  We hope that we will be able to change our laws, our conduct, and our ways of seeing the world accordingly.
The topic of non-violence is essential during this century.  Violence has grown exponentially and has many faces.  Non-violence must be the guiding principle of society, of the state vis-à-vis citizens, and of the state vis-à-vis states.

Non-violence must take the form of ongoing dialogue for the creation of a just, equitable, and inclusive world order, based on solidarity and respect for human beings, the dignity of individuals, and restructuring of the international community and its institutions.
Non-violence is the principle of action that rejects force, which is the major cause of violence.  While the causes of violence are numerous, as you all know, so too should be the responses and the actions of non-violence.
This is the approach we must have in the short, medium, and long terms if we are to build a society based on other principles, principles that must steer our ways of acting and thinking in our society.
Non-violence is an active principle of society and of human beings.  It is a principle that grants the right to legitimate civil disobedience, to resistance, and to peaceful protest and dissent.
Violence is a de facto situation.  It is unacceptable for persons and for states.  Violence can never be legitimate.  Even though it is defending rights, violence cannot be viewed as more than a temporary de facto situation in a society.  It should never be the means of solving problems.  Rather violence exacerbates problems.
Violence is any type of constraint in its many manifestations that makes it impossible for citizens to participate on equal terms, whether economic, social, or political.  Any form of constraint constitutes violence.
As stated earlier, this very Organization of American States is moving toward an intense process of renovation and transformation consistent with the conditions prevailing in our societies.
It has the Charter of the Organization of American States, the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance, and the Democratic Charter, which must all be updated to include this change and this means of achieving non-violence.
Presidents, Foreign Ministers, Delegates, and Leaders of the Americas:  Past symbols of intolerance in our societies which constituted affronts of all types to those societies, and the legacy of the ideological wars of the 20th century–wars waged specifically in the developed countries of the 20th century, should provide us with lessons, and in this session of the General Assembly of the Organization of American States beginning here today in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, we must initiate the process of judicious rectification of old errors we have committed.
We, the Latin Americans present here, held a major Rio Group Summit in Salvador de Bahía, Brazil, recently–a couple of weeks or months ago–where we made a commitment. That commitment, which was made in writing and unanimously adopted by all of Latin America, was that this Assembly in San Pedro Sula Assembly, by a majority vote or by consensus, correct the old, time-worn error committed in 1962 that expelled the Cuban people from this Organization.
We must not go forth from this Assembly, my dear dignitaries, without repealing the decree of that eighth meeting, which sanctioned an entire people for proclaiming socialist ideas and principles, principles now practiced in all parts of the world, including the United States and Europe.
Today, principles underlying the search for different development alternatives are evident precisely in the change in the United States with the election of President Barack Obama, and in changes in Latin America, in particular in South America in the selection of new systems of participatory democracy.
All these principles which originated precisely in the social power of the people must be upheld by this Assembly as sound principles for the 21st century.
We cannot go forth from this Assembly without rectifying that error and that infamy because, on the basis of the Organization of American States resolution, a resolution in effect for more than four decades, the United States, one of the strongest countries in the world, has maitined an unjust and useless blockade against the sister people of Cuba, which has served no purpose whatsoever.  What it has demonstrated however is that, on a small island a few kilometers from our country, there is a people prepared to resist and to make sacrifices for its independence and sovereignty.
This is the outcome of a measure that we must correct–and I know that this is the consensus that is taking shape–because not doing so would make us accomplices to a 1962 resolution to expel a state from the Organization of American States simply because it has other ideas and other thoughts, and it proclaims principles of a different democracy.  And we are not going to be accomplices to that.
As Barack Obama said in Trinidad and Tobago, the errors made in 1962 are in the past.  We are the future and we must defend the future with courage, honesty, principles, and democracy.
We cannot go forth from this Assembly without eradicating what was done in the past.
José Cecilio del Valle, an outstanding Honduran and one of our national heroes, who was called “Wise Man Valle” wrote the following on April 17, 1826, in his famous article “Sovereignty and Non-intervention”:  “The nations of the world are independent and sovereign.  Whatever a nation’s territorial dimensions or number of inhabitants, it must treat others in the same way it wishes to be treated by them.  A nation does not have the right to intervene in the internal affairs of another nation.  America is my homeland and that of my friends.  Ultimately, we want it to be as great as the Hemisphere, as rich as the gold in its entrails, as majestic as the Andes that raise it up and glorify it.  America from this moment will be my exclusive occupation, America by day when I write, by night when I think.  The study most worthy of an American is America.”
Ladies and Gentlemen, I declare installed this lofty Assembly, this thirty-ninth regular session of the General Assembly of the Organization of American States.  For freedom and hope in the Hemisphere, for a future in harmony with all countries of the Americas, we shall try to establish, forge, and develop a culture of non-violence.
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Here among us is the voice of Mahatma Gandhi, the martyr of non-violence; Jesus Christ, prophet and God made man who preached these words; Martin Luther King, who, with his life, defended the civil rights of people who had been the subject of discrimination; Abraham Lincoln, who did his utmost and gave his life to forge democratic nations respectful of the rule of law; and Morazán, Martí, Sandino, and Bolívar, who share our principles and our ideas.

I wish you a very good day. 
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