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Madam Chair of the Permanent Council
Secretary General
Assistant Secretary General
Distinguished Ambassadors accredited to the OAS
Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me begin by expressing my deep gratitude to the Chair of the Permanent Council for taking the initiative of holding this special meeting this morning.  We are deeply touched by this gesture on the part of the Organization of American States, the specific purpose of which is to honor the victims of January 12, and we appreciate its true value.  It demonstrates our Organization’s solidarity with our country, which was so severely tested on January 12, 2010 and still bears the scars of that dramatic event.

With restrained emotion I address you today, January 12, 2011, a date that brings back to everyone’s mind each of the images of the disaster that struck the Haitian nation and its people for 35 seconds.  It has been the most devastating earthquake in the history of Haiti and the region. The impact in terms of loss of life and property was immense: more than 250,000 people lost their lives; more than 30,000 had a leg or arm amputated; over 800,000 are right now still without adequate shelter; nearly 300,000 were injured; and thousands of houses collapsed.  In material terms, the losses amount to nearly ten billion dollars.

Our people still remember the extraordinary spirit of international solidarity they received from our neighbors, the Dominican Republic, and from all of the countries of the Americas and around the world within minutes of the earthquake. The elderly, young people, children, artists, professionals, and politicians the world over were mobilized in a diversity of ways to provide their support and show their affection for the victims of Haiti.

Fellow Haitians living inside and outside of Haiti have tried to come up with an objective or subjective explanation for this outpouring of international sympathy for Haiti. For some, it is perhaps an expression of some kind of pity derived from the situation of setbacks experienced by our country. For others, it is just a form of international recognition of the anti-slavery and anti-colonialist legacy that the former slaves of Haiti bequeathed to the modern world.

All considerations aside, the Haitian people recognize and appreciate the solidarity that has helped the country avoid even greater suffering and casualties in the days that followed this dramatic event, as was the case following the earthquake of 1842.  Indeed, in the aftermath of the 1842 earthquakes that struck the North of Haiti, half of the population of the city of Cap-Haitien died because of the lack of basic necessities and health care.  Today, modern means of communication have enabled Haitians and the world at large to respond within minutes to come to the rescue of those in difficulty.  For us, it is also due to new forms of international relations based on greater solidarity, thanks to the existence of regional and global organizations like the OAS and the UN.

On behalf of all Haitians, I therefore wish to convey to the countries of the Americas and to the world at large our sincere thanks and appreciation for their immense outpouring of support. 
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In the short term, your massive presence on Haitian soil to take care of the wounded, feed and provide the population with drinking water is invaluable. And later on, in facing the challenges of reconstruction, we are again very pleased to note how passionate people around the world have been to be involved. During international meetings held in several cities around the Americas, under the auspices of the United Nations, many countries have decided to provide financial support over a period of two to five years, to the tune of $5 to $10 billion for the reconstruction of Haiti. Thus, the government of President Préval and Prime Minister Bellerive set up an administrative structure comprising Haitians and members of the international community, to be responsible for managing the funds to implement programs in areas of infrastructure, building houses, education, health, and creation of labor- intensive jobs.

Today, January 12, 2011, despite their social and political differences the Haitian nation wants to come together in unity and solidarity to honor the memory of its brothers and sisters. They take comfort in the idea that throughout the world, including right here at the Organization of American States, all countries – members states and permanent observers alike – are joining with them in a spirit of mutual respect in memory of all of the victims. Today, in towns all across the country, government and civil society are staging activities in tribute to the victims.

Madam Chair,

I could not conclude my remarks this morning without underscoring the importance of this turning point for Haiti, and I want to reiterate my optimism about our future as a people.

Indeed, despite our unremiting underdevelopment, I firmly believe that through their history, their culture, their art, their manpower, and their skills, our people have major strengths that will enable them to rebound.

If last year’s earthquake has caused sadness and grief, it has also provided an opportunity for us to rebuild our country by returning to the values of respect and promotion of human dignity on which our nation was founded. Inspired by the unity of our ancestors and mindful of the rich legacy of the torch of liberty they have left us, it is incumbent upon us – Haitian men and women of this generation – to fulfil our historic obligation by working diligently to set Haiti definitively on the path to economic and social development. If the support of our friends in the international community is important and desirable, Haitian leadership is – and remains – vital and indispensable.

I thank you.
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