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The Permanent Mission of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to the Organization of American States presents its compliments to the Chair of the Committee on Inter-American Summits Management and Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities and has the honor to forward comments on the document “Draft Strategy for Strengthening Civil Society Participation in the Activities of the Organization of American States (OAS)” (CP/CISC-422/09 rev. 1).

The Permanent Mission of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to the Organization of American States avails itself of the opportunity to convey to the Chair of the Committee on Inter-American Summits Management and Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities renewed assurances of its highest consideration.

Washington, D. C. February 22, 2010

Chair

Committee on Inter-American Summits Management 

and Civil Society Participation in OAS Activities
Washington, D.C.  
Comments by the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela on the “Draft Strategy for Strengthening Civil Society Participation in the Activities of the Organization of American States (OAS)” (CP/CISC-422/09 rev.1)
I

1.
Invoking and using the Inter-American Democratic Charter (IADC) as the legal basis for participation by civil society organizations (CSOs) in the OAS framework constitutes in itself a misinterpretation of that Charter and hence of its applicability, particularly since that instrument contains no provision whatsoever that might suggest that the CSOs of OAS member states may participate in the Organization’s activities rather than in their respective countries and the spheres to which they pertain.
2.
The Democratic Charter is an instrument arising out of the OAS General Assembly and generating obligations under international law for those upon whom it is binding, that is to say the OAS member states. Thus, the obligations and provisions of this instrument apply only to the countries making up the Organization. It is incumbent upon them, through their government institutions, to oversee and guarantee compliance with the principles, postulates, commitments and values upheld in the text of the aforementioned Charter.
3.
It is therefore a juridical mistake and unacceptable interpretation to maintain that the OAS as such can enforce the provisions of the Charter with respect to citizen participation as a value within the democratic system, due to the fact that, as it constitutes an international obligation derived from a treaty, only states are responsible for achieving and guaranteeing the establishment of citizen participation as a democratic value, through their institutions and domestic laws.
4.
In the paragraph referring to the “policy basis,” the Draft Strategy asserts that Articles 1, 3, and 4 of the IADC establish citizen participation as a human right. No such affirmation exists in the text of the Inter-American Democratic Charter, so what we have might be a subjective interpretation.
5.
Consequently, the Draft Strategy needs to be reassessed in its entirety, as it was largely drafted on the basis of an erroneous interpretation of the IACD in order to justify wholesale and unconditional incorporation of CSOs in the Organization.

II

6.
The use of the expression “civil society” is legally inadmissible because it is essentially exclusive and discriminatory, because, by extension, it presupposes the existence of others or other types of society which, because they lack the status of being “civil” would be excluded from participating. Take, for instance, social networks, community councils, neighbors’ associations, indigenous groups, and so on. Take a close look at page 2 of the Strategy.
7.
The Inter-American Democratic Charter not only refers to civil society; it also talks very broadly of participation by citizens, women, children and youth. For the reason adduced above, we request that the expression “civil society” be replaced by a broader concept, such as “social organizations,” because that widens the possibility of embracing participation by the different forms of organization adopted by the inhabitants of a state in order to claim, disseminate, promote, or defend their interests.
III
8.
Making it obligatory for CSOs to participate in all OAS forums, even in the consultative capacity that the Strategy seeks to endow them with, would mean interminable debates and allow the entry of interest groups, bent only on furthering their own subjective and private purposes that may not necessarily match the collective and general interest of the population of a country. Far from being beneficial, that would introduce a risk factor potentially detrimental to the supreme concern of safeguarding the general and collective interests that states are called upon to advance. Ultimately it is the states that are the members of the Organization, the decision makers, those that will incur any obligations arising in those forums.
9.
Consequently, we deem it appropriate to examine the political advisability of including in the document under review provisions that relativize participation by CSOs and avoiding the discriminatory practice regularly employed by some international organizations of granting preference to the participation of organizations of that kind that have more weight, experience or fame, or of organizations that find it easier to travel to OAS headquarters because of the indirect support provided for them by a member state.
10.
Accordingly, we propose, as a useful mechanism and one suited to the modus operandi of an international organization, that it be incumbent upon the member states in each particular forum, and considering the specific topic to be discussed, to decide whether or not to elicit the opinion of CSOs, who, under this arrangement, would be allowed to participate in OAS activities, in an observer capacity.
11.
The Draft Strategy, in its current form, is ill-advised. Too many matters are left to the discretion of the CSOs. There needs to be an explanation of the reasons for wanting to grant CSOs such a broad, substantive, and important consultative role, bearing in mind that political decisions are the substance of the OAS and “important” means binding, both of which are prerogatives of the member states.
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