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Monday, June 6, 2011 02:07 
Opening Ceremony of the OAS General Assembly 
It is for me and for El Salvador a great honor to welcome the delegations of the member nations of the Organization of American States to our country. 
Thank you for the confidence you have placed in my country and in my government, entrusting us with organizing this forty-first General Assembly in our Capital City.

I wish you, at the same time, a pleasant stay and trust that you will enjoy our beautiful scenery and, above all, the warmth and hospitality of the Salvadoran people.

Let me first of all extend a special, warm greeting to our Honduran brothers and sisters here, as their delegation is being rightfully reinstated as a member of this regional forum. 

It has been a lengthy process getting there.

Of course, it required a great deal of effort but the main thing is that Honduras is now back in the OAS fold. Welcome, again.

I should recall that as the neighbors and brothers and sisters, but most of all as democrats, we were among the first to condemn the disruption of the constitutional order in the Republic of Honduras.

However, we were also among the first to express support –since the elections that brought President Lobo into power– for the reinstatement that we are celebrating today. As I have said previously, the problems of democracy are resolved with more democracy.

Only with more democracy.

No one and nothing can usurp the will of the people.

Latin America has had a long and painful history of coups d’etat.
In light of that history and the recent past in Honduras, I would like to reiterate my government's interest in strengthening our Democratic Charter and turning it into an effective tool for averting situations such as the one that occurred in our sister Central American nation. 

The system needs deep reform and we should begin to discuss the creation of a system of early warning and penalties to punish any disruption of the democratic institutional order.

At this juncture, let me say that l welcome the Secretary General’s support for that initiative.

Ladies and gentlemen, friends all: 

As I mentioned at the outset, it is a great honor for El Salvador to host this Assembly. It is, in fact, a milestone for our foreign policy, which has not occurred since 1988, when our country's political fortunes were a very far cry from their current circumstances.

My government, therefore, interprets this occasion as your recognition of the process of consolidation of democracy taking place in El Salvador and of the country’s progress in terms of respect for human rights, institutional strengthening, regional integration, and promotion of dialogue and consensus.

The central theme of this Assembly –“Citizen Security in the Americas”-- is, as we understand it, totally consistent with this process and in keeping with the need to coordinate strategies to enable us to tackle across the region, one of the most powerful enemies of stability and development: organized crime, in particular drug trafficking.

The link between illicit drug, human, and arms trafficking and the exponential increase in violent deaths in our region is well-known. The OAS Secretary General already mentioned this in the statistics he cited. Meso-America is familiar with the harsh reality of the high cost in human lives that comes from being part of the trafficking routes and from illicit substance abuse.

This, however, is not a problem that can be resolved from an exclusively national-security perspective. The enemy we face is, without a doubt, transnational; its activities cover much of our hemisphere, from producer countries to large consumer markets. And in their wake they leaves a swathe of crime that threatens the viability of countries ill-equipped to deal with it, including our country, El Salvador, and Central America in general.

It is a fact that the vast profits of drug trafficking derive from consumers in the richer countries.

It is also a fact that, in absolute terms, transnational organized crime is most powerful in the wealthiest regions of the planet.

Nevertheless, its contribution to overall economic activity in countries such as the United States, for example, is so small that it does not pose a significant threat to the security of the state and its institutions.

The same cannot be said for Central America.

Compared to the gross domestic product of much smaller countries, even a part of that wealth can provide criminal organizations with the necessary wherewithal to compromise the security capabilities of a state.

Therefore, the strategy proposed by my government –since it first took office– is predicated on two fundamental premises, in addition to devising and implementing a security plan, aimed at combating crime and violence:

On one hand, the need to strengthen state institutions internally, especially the security forces, in order to prevent their infiltration by criminal organizations. And on the other, to set in train regional strategies in Central America, as well as in the United States, Colombia, Mexico, and the Americas at large, to institute concrete joint measures that would enable us to tackle the problem holistically and to fight the great and righteous war with some prospects of success.

I will refer first to institutional strengthening, and if I may, I will now tell you about the case of El Salvador.

One of the basic goals of the process we started two years was to put an end to the prevailing model in our region that has led to the rise of thriving private security firms, while the police are under-resourced and poorly equipped.

Our National Civil Police is a relatively young institution. It was born out of the peace accords 19 years ago and over the years has seen the challenge posed by organized crime and violence grow exponentially, but not the means to fight it.

This led to a deterioration of the institution and a decline in motivation, which we have already begun to reverse, thanks to unprecedented investment over the last two years. We have worked hard to add a more effective budget, train officers, provide them with equipment, vehicles and technology and, of course, improve working conditions.

Similarly, for the first time in the history of the security forces, we embarked on an unprecedented purge, to rid the institution of rotten apples at the service of organized crime.

We are, thus, creating a more effective police force that has already begun to enjoy a better reputation and command more confidence and, of course, greater respect among the Salvadoran people.

Those efforts and that new work ethic have already borne their first fruits.  Over the last twelve months the country has seen a downturn in crime and we are fighting on a daily basis to continue reducing crime levels.

Of course, we are not complacent about our progress to date.  This is not a simple undertaking, especially given the extensive presence of drug cartels and gangs in the Central American region and on our own soil, but we will continue pool efforts in this process to ensure that the restoration of our law enforcement is an irreversible process.

We have also embarked on an interesting initiative that is so far proving a success.

I refer to the incorporation of elements from the Armed Forces to buttress the work of the National Civil Police, within the parameters laid down by our Constitution and laws, and, of course, in strict observance of human rights.

Police officers and soldiers together, coordinated under a Security Bureau that includes the Attorney General's Office, are deployed on the streets and across the country to maintain law and order.

I would also like to note that in parallel with this institutional recovery and crime-fighting effort we have, naturally, given attention to prevention as a key element of our security strategy.

In that connection, the latest measure that we have decided to put into effect, and which I mentioned some days ago in a speech to the honorable deputies in the Legislative Assembly, marking my second year in government, is the implementation of a Compulsory Civil Protection Service designed to protect 5,000 youth at risk of joining gangs.

For six months these youths will be kept away from that risk at military barracks and will receive guidance and rehabilitation through training without weapons.

The youths, of both sexes, will receive vocational training to encourage behavior change and ease their integration in productive activities in the country.

Particular attention will be given to training them in civil protection, emergency relief work, and specialized techniques for coping with natural disasters.

This is the right decision, bearing in mind that our country is, according to recent reports, one of the most --if not the most-- vulnerable in the Americas.

These youths will also receive a monthly allowance to help their families.

In this way we hope to strike a hard blow to the gang recruiting process, which feeds on the youngest members of our population, especially those between the ages of 16 and 18.

Ladies and gentlemen, friends all:

Apart from our national efforts, as I mentioned to begin with, it is essential link strategies that enable us to combat this common enemy which recognizes no borders and has the ability to infiltrate all spheres of power.

To understand the dimensions of this challenge we need only compare a number of figures. According to official data provide by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), in 2008 the estimated income from cocaine smuggling was between US$80 billion and US$100 billion; that is, just to give an idea, over five times the size of El Salvador’s GDP and, I venture to think, very close to the GDP of the Central American region as a whole.

This figure is significant not simply because it shows the great disadvantage we have in this battle, but also when one considers that this black money is continuously being introduced into the world economy through laundering.

Those US$100 billion end up in our companies and institutions, in the whole economic cycle of countries and, so, weave a powerful and intricate criminal web around structures of power, in the public, as well as the private, sector.

These are the capital flows that skirt frontiers and controls with far more freedom than any human, feeding drug trafficking networks and allowing them to pervade every sphere of society.

It is financial influence that enables criminals to establish themselves and gain legitimacy in all walks of society, including elites.

Accordingly, we are talking not only about a public security problem but also a market problem. It is thought that approximately 43% of the world’s cocaine is consumed in the United States and Canada; 90% of that cocaine moves through Mexico and at least 42% of it through Central America.

As if that were not enough, the more this illegal business grows in volume, the more it affects the formal economies of our countries.

I would like to mention another statistic that illustrates this point. According to the most recent World Bank report, security costs Central America at least 8% of its GDP. It is, in fact, a massive obstacle to growth and progress in our countries. These are resources that could be more profitably expended on social programs and on addressing our countries’ vulnerabilities.

Faced with these data, ladies and gentlemen, we cannot for one moment think that we can successfully combat such large and sophisticated criminal structures without a common regional strategy.

It is preposterous to think that we can succeed in our good fight without the whole of Mesoamerica and, of course, the United States, working together.

My friends:

Since my arrival in government I have worked to give impetus to a new joint Central American agenda, based on the conviction that it is the only way forward for our region and its democracies in standing up to this great enemy.

Nearly a year ago, at a special summit of the Central American Integration System (SICA), also held here in San Salvador, we re-launched the integration process and established regional security as one of our core lines of action on the new integration agenda.

Since that first declaration, the regional teams have worked to make headway with the coordination of police operations, unifying information, and other processes aimed at making this desire of Central Americans to live in peace a reality.

At the end of this month we will take another step forward in this process at the meeting to be held in Guatemala. The aim is to involve the international community in the situation in the region and in the initiatives that we are developing.

We hope we can count on the solidarity and support of friendly countries in this difficult mission that is not the exclusive concern of any single country or of any single region.

This, my friends, is a global battle that we must approach holistically and from a perspective that goes beyond just combining law enforcement personnel and strives also to attack the causes of moral and social vulnerability in our countries.

We must not forget that the illicit trafficking map is intertwined with the poverty and social inequality map. They are, therefore, two aspects of the same reality that we have an obligation to change.

Citizen security is a concept that encompasses not only the pursuit and suppression of crime but also observance of human rights. These rights include the right to life, to a decent life, with equitable access to property and culture. Others are the right to movement without fear and the right to tranquility in each town, neighborhood, street and home.

You see, my friends, we are talking and will talk mainly about fighting the criminal manifestations of this exceedingly complex problem of production, trafficking in, and use of drugs, arms, and persons.

We will not address at this point the question of consumption, which is what triggers production and trafficking; maybe that could be the subject of another General Assembly session.  

Nor will we address the profound moral crisis that our societies are undergoing and the exponential increase in drug use in recent decades.

Drug addiction is the expression of a seriously sick society that refuses to look in the mirror and face up to its moral decadence.

It is the outward expression of the crisis of a system that has allowed itself to sink into the abyss of drug use.

It is from that human standpoint that we need to confront the challenge, from the need to restore peace and stability in our hearts.

I trust, Mr. Secretary, that the decisions we take in this Assembly session will help us move forward in this joint endeavor and bring us closer to solutions to this complex global blight.
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Before concluding my remarks, on this World Environment Day I would like to reaffirm our Government’s commitment to the initiatives of this Assembly and those of other international bodies geared to preserving a stable environment.

It was today, indeed, that the Government of El Salvador, through the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, launched a comprehensive survey to help us establish a state policy on the subject.

Friends:

I would like to thank you once again for your presence in my country and for your contributions in the quest for solutions to the grave problems of the region.

I would like also to avail myself of this opportunity to greet the people and Government of Peru and to commend them on holding another round of elections that will undoubtedly strengthen the construction of democracy in that sister nation.

Thank you, my friend, José Miguel Insulza, and the delegation accompanying you.

Thank you, brothers and sisters of the Americas.

May God bless you.

May God bless the people of the Americas.

Thank you very much.
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