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Mr. Secretary General-Elect Dr. Luis Almagro: It is a great honour for me as Chair of the Permanent Council to warmly welcome you to the House of the Americas.

Uruguay, the home of our Secretary General-elect, has a strong history at the Organization of American States as it was one of the 21 countries of the Pan American Union which founded the Organization of American States. 
Since the Organization’s inception, Uruguay has been characterized by active and fruitful participation through its unwavering commitment to its consolidation as a hemispheric political forum committed to the promotion and observance of human rights, the strengthening of democracy, integral development, multidimensional security, and the prosperity of the citizens of the Americas.  

In recognizing Uruguay’s consistent contributions to this Organization, let us remember another Uruguayan citizen, Dr. José Antonio Mora Otero, who was Secretary General from 1956 to 1968, a time thought to be one of the most complex periods in the history of this Hemisphere.
You too, Dr. Almagro, are taking office as Secretary General of the Organization of American States at an exceptional time for Inter-American relations and for the Inter-American system.  Who today doubts that democracy has become the political paradigm of our Hemisphere thanks to a historical struggle of our peoples? Today, justly proud, we can truly say that democracy is a seed that found fertile soil in our region and continues to sink its roots ever deeper, adapting to the social, cultural, and historical circumstances of each country. We must dutifully grab hold of our responsibility to continue ploughing this fertile ground. 
We should also acknowledge that, by definition, democracy can always be enhanced; it is dynamic, fluid and constantly reshaping itself. That is why, it is fitting that collectively, we should never cease to deepen our democracies; make them more participatory and inclusive; strengthen a well balanced separation of powers; and protect the right to freedom of expression and the rights of minorities. 
The origins of the OAS date back to 1890, making it the oldest international organization in the world.  The ability of this Organization to adapt to the historical changes that have occurred in the Americas is irrefutable. The Organization of American States has always managed to remain a key actor in Hemispheric politics, whether at the forefront urging the necessary changes, or by tactfully allowing sovereign processes to take their course. 
In as much as this is true, the greatest challenge today is to reassert the ongoing relevance of the Organization by adapting to the changes that have come about in Inter-American relations and to new regional and subregional political and economic circumstances.  Let us make no mistake:  the ability of the OAS to adapt to change is written into its DNA and that is what has enabled it to evolve and keep pace with a changing environment.
The emergence of new scenarios for political dialogue and regional and subregional integration is a natural response to the political, economic, and social diversity of Latin America and the Caribbean. Mechanisms such as CARICOM, UNASUR, or CELAC, to mention just a few, enrich possibilities for regional development and cooperation and should never be construed as competing with one another. There is a pressing need to update our understanding of the regional environment so that we can spot the opportunities that those mechanisms can afford, as well as the areas where we can coordinate with other international and regional organizations in this Hemisphere and beyond. 
The OAS possesses the historical memory, the institutional capacity, and the technical and human resources needed to add value to the integration and consensus-building challenges that we all face. These assets make the Organization well-placed to forge synergies that the peoples of the Americas are yearning for. 
Dr. Almagro, through your leadership and with the support of the Member States, it will be incumbent upon you to make a concerted effort to breathe new life into that dialogue between the Organization and the wider environment.  We need to spend more time consulting; more time engaging in a more attentive listening manner and overall, be much more in tune with the needs of our citizens. This is their right. They must no longer be waiting on a bus that never comes.  Just as the Government of a Member State can easily lose touch with its citizens and jeopardize its own legitimacy, so too can isolation from the social and political reality of our region condemn the Organization of American States to irrelevance. 

It is imperative that we employ all necessary mechanisms to deepen our political conversations with our people, including the use of modern information technologies to fully understand the needs of our peoples. We need to tailor our objectives to the real world, be open to even changing our own internal culture, and accept that the Organization needs to make increased efforts to adapt in this, as well as in other aspects. 
We must be unconstrained by habits and convention, unencumbered by what is, and be ready to seize what ought to be. 

The Organization of Americas States is the only political forum in which all the democracies in the Hemisphere are present. Within these walls, in a framework of respect for international law, self-determination, and respect for the sovereignty of States, conflicts can be resolved and opportunities discovered for cooperation on matters of regional concern. Those principles, Distinguished Representatives, are the cornerstones of the camaraderie among the countries represented here today. It is vital that these relations continue to be upheld and strengthened.

The beginning of the resumption of diplomatic ties between Cuba and the United States of America is a turning point that also poses new opportunities and challenges for our Organization. 

Both countries are offering the world an example of the power of constructive bilateral dialogue. Both countries have demonstrated that, it is possible to build ties of mutual respect, even in a context of diverse interests. The progress made in those bilateral relations augurs well for a parallel improvement in multilateral relations. Cuba's recent participation in the Summit of the Americas in Panama should thus be construed as a foretaste of the island's full reinsertion into the Inter-American system. 

We have other instances where the Organization played a pivotal role by facilitating dialogue to encourage peace-building processes, as in the cases of Colombia and its long awaited conclusion of the peace-process with the involvement of the international community; the start of the electoral process in Haiti, which is expected to culminate at the end of this year in a stable democracy; and the implementation of the agreements recently signed by Belize and Guatemala. 
In 2014, 167 million men and women in Latin America and the Caribbean were living in poverty with 71 million of them in extreme poverty.  Despite the economic growth rates achieved in the past 10 years and the drop in the poverty rate, inequality in Latin America and the Caribbean remains a challenge faced in this Region more than in any other part in the world. Moreover, given the built-in dependence of many of the region's economies on international raw materials markets and current low prices, the projected growth rate for the region in 2015 is barely 1%. Insecurity and crime continue to ravage the region; with a majority of the 10 most unsafe cities in the world located in Latin America and the Caribbean.
The region as a whole is up against the challenge of promoting social inclusion policies even in the midst of a declining growth scenario; as well as ensuring that the economic slowdown does not translate into increasing social conflict on a scale that could jeopardize democratic governance.  The Organization of American States is called upon to be part of the solution, offering integral development alternatives to those millions of people, within a framework of democracy, human rights, and security.

Formulating and implementing better public policies in the Americas in fields such as public administration, education, the prevention of social conflicts, combating corruption, citizen security, are of utmost importance, but also requires the commitment of financial and technical resources. Intrinsic to implementing such public policies is the sharing of information regarding successful experiences, institutional credibility, and proven capacity to exercise leverage. In these and other areas, instead of risking the duplication of efforts, the OAS can seek opportunities to pool and multiply efforts alongside other international players. 
We are facing not just an era of changes but a change of era. Now is the time to identify the collective opportunities before us that we can seize and, to rid ourselves of divisiveness, the preponderance of special interests, hegemonic political agendas, or the ingrained mistrust of the past. Today's unique confluence of circumstances opens up opportunities and challenges.  It is a time when we are ready to delve deeper, and optimistically, into the task of pursuing our shared interests, recalling the words of Secretary General-elect Almagro, when he told us: "I have not come to administer any crisis. I have come to strive for revitalization." 
Your commitment gives us hope. Your task ahead requires occasional disruption, confronting uncomfortable truths head on and shaking up the status quo. 
You arrive, Dr. Almagro, at the General Secretariat, at a time when we are also in the midst of a process of reflection on our future and on how the Inter-American system can address the new hemispheric agenda and the challenges and conflicts that are the natural outcome of our interdependence. 

You will find an Organization of the American States that is capable of living up to those challenges.  As for yourself, you have come to our House of the Americas well equipped, in my opinion, with the vision and principles needed at this juncture, as well as the resolve to listen to the Member States and adjust this vision where necessary. 

Rest assured, Dr. Almagro, that our Organization today is fully present and playing an active part in the political life of the region, with respect to the protection of human rights, promotion of democracy, the strengthening of multidimensional security, and the quest for integral development.  The contribution of the Organization of American States in these areas in recent years is undeniable, which is well recognized by the international community. 

It is worth recalling that the Organization of American States, as a privileged forum for the exchange of views, mutual understanding, and the eliciting of commitments among our countries, pursues a rich and diverse agenda through its Permanent Council, addressing areas of the utmost importance to the Hemisphere. 

It is also worth emphasizing that this Organization has long been a rich source of law, a fact highlighted by the Draft Inter-American Convention on Protecting the Human Rights of Older Persons, due to be adopted at the coming session of our General Assembly.
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Dr. Almagro, we must not allow special interests to prevent us from achieving our great collective goals. You submitted for the consideration of the member states an agenda that will ascertain and address hemispheric realities and needs, and with your election you have received a clear mandate to implement that agenda. Rest assured that you can count on our full support for your efforts to revitalize the Organization of American States.
On a personal note, I wish you cerebral and physical fitness to confront the task at hand and best wishes for a successful tenure as Secretary General of the Organization of American States. 

Thank you very much.
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