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Chairman of the Permanent Council, Ambassador Hugo Cayrus,

Secretary General Luis Almagro Lemus,

Assistant Secretary General Ambassador Nestor Mendez,

Distinguished Permanent and Interim Representatives,

Distinguished Permanent Observers,

Distinguished Alternate Delegates,

My daughter Amu, who voted for me in 2005 even though she is not a country or represents one,

Colleagues and Friends, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,
I thank the Chair of the Permanent Council, the regional coordinators, the distinguished Permanent Representatives, Interim Representatives and Alternate Representatives, the Permanent Observer of Spain, and the Secretary General for the kind and warm words addressed to me. I accept them in humility and in the name of all those working for this prestigious organization.

Ladies and gentlemen, as a high school student I learned about the Organization of American States and its work in helping the people of the Americas building stronger democracies, promoting human rights and the rule of law and fostering peace and prosperity. 

Since then, my path in life has crossed the OAS at many points. 

I vividly remember meeting then Secretary General Joao Clemente Baena Soares in the lobby of Hotel Torarica in Suriname and had the courage to approach him and speak with him about the OAS. For that reason and more it was an honor for me to be present when Secretary General Baena Soares was being honored for the tremendous work he did for the OAS at last year’s Regular General Assembly in Asuncion.
Twenty two years ago I stood in front of this building for the first time. As a young trade adviser working for the Government of Suriname, I was here to attend one of the last, if not the last, meetings of the Inter-American Economic and Social Council (CIES), an institution that does not exist anymore.
I took my first look at this historic building and knew, with unmistakable certainty, that one day I would be a part of this great and important organization, that one day this place would become home.
So, you see, I believed back then, as I still do today, that in the Americas, in our own Western Hemisphere, a young man from a relatively small country, who didn’t speak English as a first language, could go as far as he wanted, if he worked hard, believed in the power of faith, and had access to opportunity. And, indeed, I was afforded the opportunity by the highest authorities in Suriname, when then President Jules Albert Wijdenbosch in 1997 appointed me Permanent Representative to the OAS and later on twice (2005 and 2010) then President Runaldo Ronald Venetiaan nominated me for election en re-election to this post. I want take this opportunity to express my profound thanks to them for the confidence they had in me and the trust they gave.
After I was appointed Ambassador, I was posted to the OAS where I served for two years, and traveled with Secretary General Cesar Gaviria on an official working visit to Suriname. 
When I became the Assistant Secretary General of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), I continued to collaborate with the OAS, and it wasn’t long before Secretary General Gaviria asked me to return to Washington to join him as a senior advisor in his Cabinet. And how history has it, that offer was made in the Republic of Haiti on a joint mission of the OAS and CARICOM to discuss the situation in that country.
This position provided me the unique opportunity to know, to understand and to better value the inner workings of the institution. With having served on the political and the administrative side, I believe a good foundation was laid for the occupying elected office in 2005 and subsequently in 2010.
Ladies and gentlemen, the OAS was and is an organization that I believed in 22 years ago, one whose principles and purpose still guide me today.

My staff and our Chief of Protocol, the legendary Mrs. Ana Obrien, often joke these days that when I joined the OAS, I was a young man with stars in his eyes and a head full of hair.  Years later, those stars have been replaced by realized dreams. And that full hairline, I’m afraid, has been replaced with the kind of wisdom that leaves no room for hair.
It is against this background of intimate knowledge acquired over a lifetime, that I address you today.
Ladies and Gentlemen, Colleagues, Friends, over the past years a lot of time and energy has been spent on the new “strategic vision” for the OAS. Reflection is good and necessary, and the change it comes with must be welcomed and embraced. Change for the sake of change, as we all know, is unproductive and often even counter-productive. So, repositioning must have a purpose, as I feel that at times the ability or the absence thereof of this hemispheric organization is not a consequence of a lack of vision and purpose.
I believe that “strategic visioning” must be accompanied by renewed commitment to the original goals and purposes of this necessary hemispheric institution. I am saying this because over the past decades many of the elements aimed at modernizing and restructuring this organization have been discussed several times. 

The kind of commitment that is required is more than just philosophical or ideological. It must action oriented and socially impactful, it must be financially sound and well-funded, and it must emanate not from the Secretariat alone, but from all parties including Member States.

It’s the kind of commitment that would ensure relevance, purpose and continuity, because it would demonstrate that this, the world’s oldest hemispheric multilateral platform, serves fairly as an organization for ALL, and does not support only one sided or dominating interests; not an institution to be conveniently summoned to react to issues involving only some, but a body that facilitates true and meaningful dialogue among ALL; a body whose interests are aligned to the well-being of ALL the peoples of the Americas through functional cooperation on the basis of a common and forward looking agenda.

Having come to know this organization, it is my firm belief that no strategy document on vision will be realized or work, if stakeholders are not committed, fully and consistent toward this Organization. To be able to carry out its new responsibilities, such an institution needs as well a stronger and well-funded Secretariat. 
Ladies and gentlemen, current reality demands that we be fair minded in our approach to all.  Democracy has created new spaces and there are new leadership styles emerging around us. We must respect that as part of the hemispheric democracy that has been achieved. One of the fundamental principles of the OAS is to be a multilateral platform, which suggests that we support dialogue even where there is no agreement, that we offer a seat around a table so that we can communicate, even if we don’t hold common positions or views. That even in the absence of consensus, we are mature enough to hear each other’s views and perspectives. The OAS not only on paper has to be an inclusive organization, but must also to be perceived to be one.
I firmly believe that the OAS has a crucial role to play in fostering more open and brotherly relations among Member States. A hemisphere divided can never truly progress. Yet, recent history has seen a bit of a struggle to accept some of the changing circumstances around us. Sometimes there seems to be a reluctance to accept that things are no longer solely black and white. While we navigate the grey areas that define our future, I believe that we must continue to keep the door open to communication, and resist the urge to isolate those we disagree with.  Isolation and intimidation are strategies of a bygone era that must have no place at the OAS, or in modern day diplomacy. The OAS must be a forum to UNITE amidst the diversity we cherish.
At the same time, I believe the OAS must do more to strike a balance between short term problem solving and crisis management, and the long term peaceful and stable development of our countries. Our efforts must continue to focus on institutional capacity building for proactive approaches and quiet diplomacy to mitigate and better prevent conflict and tension in our region.
In this regard, it’s crucial for us to re-examine the issue of development. Ladies and gentlemen, we accept that the OAS is not a development agency. We have far too limited resources spread over too many areas of priority. Yet, there is an absolute need for stronger dialogue and orientation on a development agenda at the political level, given that the majority of our Member States have listed integral and sustainable development as a priority. 
With this in mind, I once again will humbly suggest a rethinking of the existing institutional development framework within the General Secretariat. I believe there is room to incorporate debate in the political body through the creation of a Permanent Committee on Integral Development as the principal platform to inform the development orientation. I also believe we can achieve more concrete results in the execution of development programs and projects, if we expand our strategic alliance with specialized Inter American agencies, especially the Inter-American Development Bank, but also with other financial institutions and not to forget the sub-regional development banks. 
For our development agenda and our projects to be sustainable and have long term impact, we must ensure that our hemispheres vulnerable groups are impacted by our projects:  our marginalized communities, our women, our indigenous, our afro descendant communities, and of course our future generation the youth.  We must also review our efforts to help uncap and tap into the creative potential of our people, for it is the embrace of critical thinking, which has the power to improve the competitiveness and growth of our economies.

Our member states, as we all know very well, are also confronting issues of climate change, natural disasters, access to water, resource development and management and renewable and non-renewable energy supplies. We must review where we stand and what resources are available to allocate to these issues, as they are crucial to the development agendas of our countries.

Security is another issue affected by our development agenda or rather by the absence of development. As many of us would recall, former Secretary General Jose Miguel Insulza worked to establish the Secretariat for Multidimensional Security and its three main institutional frameworks - CICAD, CICTE and CIFTA. I hope the future will see the strengthening of this integrated security agenda with synergies among the main frameworks. 
New and emerging threats to security will continue to engage the attention of many member states, and we must continue to be responsive. In the last 10 years the OAS has done a lot to address security challenges within our Member States. While we continue to provide support to strengthen the judicial and penal systems, we must maintain our focus on education, scholarships, job creation, rural development, and economic stability. Our people simply do not and cannot care about other issues, if they have no jobs or opportunities to provide for themselves or their families.
This takes me to the issue of Human Rights. We all share the fundamental belief that human rights are based on the highest possible principle: the dignity of man. There are no exceptions to this. Yet, the vast socio-economic inequality and poverty which still characterize our region, are challenging the dignity of millions of our people.
While there has been progress, still too many of our people, especially those marginalized women, youth, indigenous people and Afro descendants, still do not have guaranteed access to basic needs of food, housing, health care, or education. Far too many parents are facing the future with uncertainty when they think of what is to come for their children. Far too many children do not know what tomorrow holds for them!
Ladies and Gentlemen, the denial of human dignity has many faces, and each one is unacceptable. Priority must be placed on the Universalization of Inter-American human rights instruments. The General Assembly has made calls to member states to focus on this key issue for more than a decade, yet the task is still incomplete. The Convention on Human Rights, which was adopted in 1969 and entered into force ten years later, has still only been ratified by two thirds of the OAS member states. This means that the highest human rights organ of the Organization does not have jurisdiction over a third of the OAS member states. Today, while the Inter-American human rights system can celebrate many achievements, I believe the system can have even more impact and be even stronger, through an inclusive partnership between Governments and involved stakeholders.
As I noted earlier, we have many priorities and limited resources, and this is why I believe the time is also right to review and revisit our commitment to hemispheric collaboration.  Let us take another look at our existing cooperation agreements the many institutions to ensure that they are more concrete and yield results which are relevant to the needs of our member states. Let us work towards stronger alliances with sub-regional integration and cooperation systems CARICOM and SICA. I believe it is high time to strengthen the relations with UNASUR through a formal cooperation agreement and participate in other functional and multilateral dialogue mechanisms, like CELAC and the Association of Caribbean States
From an international perspective the architecture of global organizations and regional groupings is at cross roads. The challenges to relevance and capability are facing all of us. The architecture of multilateral platforms is becoming more complex, not only in the Americas, but in the world as a whole, as we confront new interstate relations. Multilateral diplomacy is evolving and some believe that there is an emergence of a new generation of multilateralism.

While this may be so, let us not forget that the OAS has much to be proud of in this arena. We are the world’s oldest hemispheric multilateral organization and for decades we HAVE provided a platform for collaboration and dialogue. We have not boasted many of our achievements, in fact very few will ever know the thousands of hours of effort and engagement in quiet diplomacy, negotiation, conflict resolution and mediation, but we have seen the results. Ladies and gentlemen, we live in a peaceful hemisphere. 
The truth is that the OAS has never been a “vain glorious” institution, perhaps to our own detriment, but I am proud of what has been achieved, even if it is done quietly.

The track record of this organization will also show that we have not worked in isolation and that we have meaningful relations with other international agencies including the European Union, the United Nations System, the African Union and with over 60 permanent observers, and we must continue to strengthen these ties. We are part of the world.
Within our hemisphere, the convening of the Summit of the Americas will continue to provide an opportunity for Presidential and Prime Ministerial political dialogue and multilateral action, which I hope we take full advantage of. For a number of reasons, allow me to point out that perhaps there could be great benefit to the OAS, to embed this relatively new diplomatic channel of engagement at the highest political levels, within the framework of the annual meetings of member states at the OAS General Assemblies. Over the years the Summit agenda has dealt with major issues which deserve continued dialogue and action. I, however, believe that we have covered over the past two decades of Summitry almost all needs and challenges in declarations and mandates, and that in the coming period the focus must be on financing, implementation, coordination and evaluation. 
A major milestone was marked at the last summit with the inclusion of Cuba, a process that started at the 5th Summit of the Americas in 2009 in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago. As a full-fledge member of the OAS, I believe that Cuba must now be afforded the opportunity to benefit from the services and the assistance the OAS provides to other member states. And maybe, just maybe, Member States can consider authorizing the General Secretariat to establish a functional cooperation office of the OAS in Cuba. An office that could liaise on the kind of assistance the OAS can provide to the Government and people of one of the founding nations of this hemispheric body. At the same time, it could also determine how other member states can benefit from the experience and expertise Cuba has to offer.
Before I close, allow me to turn my attention to a Member State that has become a second home to me. It is a country that I have traveled to more times than any other. With our international and regional partners, I have worked with the people of Haiti through several administrations and various governments accompanying the democratic and electoral process to foster social, economic and political stability The majority of our work has been about improving the quality of life for the people, through support programs in democracy, education, health, social protection and other areas. Our work has always been about partnerships with the people of Haiti, on the basis of priorities established by the Haitian authorities and under their leadership. It is my sincere hope that this commitment remains a priority for the OAS.
In the last decade we have worked tirelessly to deliver results. By now you must have received a copy of a summary of the most relevant issues my Office has worked on in the past decade. I therefore will not repeat what you can read. But I do want to highlight that apart from our work on Haiti through the establishment of the Task Force and the activation of the Group of Friends of Haiti, we followed up on the suggestion of Colombia and Mexico to create the Group of Friends on Natural Disaster Mitigation and on Climate Change. And I hope that this will also remain a priority for the organization. 
I am pleased with the commitment demonstrated by many in the Inter-Departmental Working Group on Youth and the holding of the Annual Youth conference of the Americas. The work on the creation of an education network of innovative initiatives, as championed by Colombia, is on-going and I am convinced that the outcome will be strategic and extremely important for the future well-being of us all. The collaboration between the OAS and PAHO, and Trinidad and Tobago’s commitment to the social, economic and political cost of non-communicable diseases, has now resulted in an Inter-Agency Taskforce on NCD’s in the Americas. 
The reason I am mentioning and have listed all these initiatives is that, in my view, it demonstrates the capabilities of the OAS as a political body to deliver concrete and effective results and to be relevant, holistic and inclusive.
Through the realization that we needed to expand our engagement with other stakeholders, we created a forum for new public private partnerships; working with the private sector of the Americas we created the Permanent Council Dialogue with the CEOs and established meetings of business leaders from CARICOM and Central America annually. We did this, because we understood that all parties have a role to play in the development of peaceful, progressive, stable societies, including the private sector and that providing jobs, opportunity and employment, is not just the responsibility of governments, but of all who had an “ownership” stake in our hemisphere. The responsibility to foster peace and to build strong and sustainable economies in our countries must a shared responsibility and the strategic partnership between the public and the private sector is of critical importance if we want to take our economies to the next level of growth.
Distinguished Permanent Representatives, during the last 10 years in office, fostering stronger relations among member states and sub-regions was always a goal for me personally. I felt that these relationships were critical for understanding each other, for building respect and accepting the social, cultural and economic diversity that is a reality in our Americas.  The Celebration of Spirits of the Americas had this goal and purpose. I have always believed, and will continue to believe that the OAS cannot only be only about the politics of the hemisphere. It has to be about the people of the Americas.

Today, as I demit office, I am pleased with the gains that have been made. Change is good, change is necessary. I am leaving with optimism, faith and belief in a stronger OAS. I am leaving with a full heart and a soul satisfied that together, we have worked hard, and given all that was possible. For the past 10 years, the portrait of three great men have hung on my office walls, Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King. These men reminded me every day that our ideals have to be grounded in the realities we face. That we must respect opinion and learn from each other, but that we have to be firm in our beliefs and that nothing is too great to overcome. 

I thank you, our member states for your confidence in me and your demonstration of support and kindness over the past ten years. I thank you for sharing the vision of taking the OAS forward in the many private and public conversations we had. 
The Governments and People of my own country, the Republic of Suriname have been extremely generous and I have appreciated the support received from President Runaldo Ronald Venetiaan and sitting President Desiree Delano Bouterse, as well as the cooperation with Foreign Affairs Ministers Marie Levens, Lygia Kraag-Keteldijk and Winston Lackin. I am grateful for the two endorsements received from CARICOM Heads of Governments in the 2005 and 2010 elections and I recognize the increased positive and important engagement of CARICOM countries in the key pillars of this organization.
I thank former Secretary General Jose Miguel Insulza for his partnership and for the opportunity afforded to take initiatives. Our approach, at times, on how to deal with certain issues, may have been different, but what I know is that we both worked together in the interest of the people. I believe that under his leadership the OAS and the Western Hemisphere have evolved positively.
I thank the Secretariat, especially those serving the member states: the Committee Secretaries, for your tireless work, your cooperation, your ideas, and your loyalty. It was a pleasure serving with you, and solving problems with you for the past decade. Let me repeat what I have always advocated, the staff of this Organization deserves due recognition for the dedication and willingness to labor under not always the greatest certainty or circumstances. We should have respect for that.
To my own staff, Chief of Staff, senior and junior political advisers and technical staff, I could not have finished this journey without you. You each came with your unique, diverse strengths and backgrounds. You each came with your own voices, ideas and opinions. And, ladies and gentlemen, I always have welcomed diversity in opinions. You each represented the Americas. I thank you for your dedication, your service and your friendship. I, with each of you, was part of the same team.
Over the years of my diplomatic service I have received the support from my family and I am extremely grateful for that. Their understanding and patience have, without doubt, significantly contributed to my achievements and success.
To the new administration and especially to my successor, our good friend and experienced diplomat Ambassador Nestor Mendez, Assistant Secretary General Nestor Mendez: I wish you good luck and success. I urge you to take care of this great organization, to protect it, its worthwhile projects, programs and, most importantly, its valuable people.
 
As I close today, in this my last address to you as Assistant Secretary General of the Organization of American States, it is my hope that the freedoms, liberties and gains we have made over the past ten years, be protected and advanced. Much more needs to be done, but let us not forget the strides that have been made.
I thank you again for an amazing decade, and I wish you all the very best. 
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