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Distinguished representatives of the OAS member states;
Distinguished representatives of the Office of the Secretary General and Assistant Secretary General;
Distinguished representatives of the observer countries,
In welcoming you most warmly to this first meeting of the Working Group on the Strategic Vision of the OAS, based on our Permanent Council resolution of September 20, 2013, I would like to reiterate my delegation's sincere appreciation for your having honored Mexico with the chairmanship of this Group. I would also like to thank the representative of Barbados and long-time friend, Ambassador John Beale, for accompanying me as Vice Chair of this Working Group.
This distinction carries with it a commitment on my part to each and every one of you to conduct this process democratically, that is to say, in a participatory and transparent fashion, not just ensuring but actively encouraging everyone to make their voices heard so that all views are expressed and we have as much information as possible on which to base our dialogue on the delicate but highly important matter that concerns us. In that way, we will not only enrich the discussions but also ensure that they lead, early next year, to conclusions as to whither and how we want to lead our Organization in the 21st century.
From the outset, let me assure you that in me you have a colleague ready always and at any time to lend an ear to suggestions and to strive to resolve any queries, worries or even disagreements that may arise in the course of the process we are embarking on today, both here at these meetings and outside them, with individual representatives or groups of representatives of the member states. This new responsibility that I am happy to take on is a top priority in the work I have begun in Washington D.C.
Let me start by thanking the Office of the Secretary General and that of the Assistant Secretary General, for the efficient and timely support and facilities provided for our work by their respective Chiefs of Staff, our friends Hugo de Zela and Carmen Lucia de la Pava. Thanks to them and their personnel, we will be able to count on timely delivery of convocations, orders of business, records and minutes for each of our meetings. Should you need a document or information, please do not hesitate to contact the Working Group's technical secretariat, headed by Guillermo Moncayo, whose e-mail address (like mine, which you already have) will be made available to your missions.
Before we begin this meeting, convened to deal exclusively with procedural aspects of our work, let me share a few thoughts with you, by way of an introduction, to place our work in a conceptual context and to try and answer the question of why it is so important, at this juncture in the history of the OAS, to address the core issue of its Strategic Vision.
On the one hand, it is a subject that has been pending for some time already, as we can see from two papers presented by the Secretary General, José Miguel Insulza, in December 2011 and April 2013, in addition to an earlier document entitled "A New Vision of the OAS," delivered in April 1995. We also have Assistant Secretary General Ambassador Albert Ramdin's paper on “The Future of this Hemisphere and its Evolving Political Landscape: A New Mandate for the OAS,” presented in October 2012, and a special meeting of the Permanent Council of the Organization of American States, convened to reflect on "The OAS: Objectives, Achievements, and Future" on November 8, 2012. Add to that each of your own contributions to the subject during various meetings of the Permanent Council to address the issue. 
I have asked the technical secretariat to e-mail you all a copy of those documents, because they constitute valuable background full of interesting ideas and concepts of people who possess in-depth knowledge of our Organization. They are worth pondering because they throw light on this new road we are embarking upon, aware, as the song says, that "traveler, there is no ready-made path; only one that is forged as you go."
Second, this exercise is important because, as we have always pointed out, and again at the Permanent Council meeting on the 2014 budget, the question of a strategic vision is closely interwoven with our institution's financial plight. Again and again we have stressed that a strategic vision comes first, before the budget, not as a result of the budget and adjustments to it. It should not be a question of money or resources shaping politics, but the other way round. Nor can we turn a balanced budget into the main or only objective of the strategic vision, because that would mean failing to see the wood for the trees, failing to grasp the wider and more complex context, which I will now attempt to expound.
The reason we need a strategic vision here and now is that we all need to try and shape the future of the OAS in this 21st Century that has barely begun, rather than let future events shape us. That necessarily presupposes that we ourselves come to an agreement on where we want to take this ship and how to get there in this new phase of its evolution. Failure to do so would mean abandoning our Organization, the oldest in the Western Hemisphere, to the all too frequently whimsical vicissitudes of internal and external conditions, above all in a world changing at such a dizzying pace that it has spawned both technological change and the knowledge society.
Let me, however, make it clear that our getting together to ponder how we want to steer our Organization in the future by no means implies neglecting its present needs. Conversely, we must have no intention of forfeiting the future in order to solve present issues. 
Naturally, we have to deal with the budget problem; the glut of unfunded mandates; programs and actions so thinly spread that they have little impact, be it because they are so small or because they simply duplicate actions that other agencies or institutions do better and at lower cost. All these problems cut across the four pillars our Organization is based on: democracy, human rights, multidimensional security, and integral development. Yet, even if we were to overcome all these issues with a dose of rationality aimed at making the OAS more effective, we would still fall far short of our potential if we lack a clear idea of what to do with our ship and where we want to take it, after jettisoning the water it has taken on board and might otherwise sink it. In short, there is no way around the need to act on both fronts simultaneously:  tackling present problems while dispelling the mist and squalls on the horizon.
As historian Eric Hobsbawm so aptly put it: "At the end of this [Ed. the Twentieth] century it has for the first time become possible to see what a world may be like in which the past, including the past in the present, has lost its role, in which the old maps and charts which guided human beings, singly and collectively, through life no longer represent the landscape through which we move, the sea on which we sail. In which we do not know where our journey is taking us, or even ought to take us." (Age of Extremes. The Short Twentieth Century 1914-1991. p. 16, published by Abacus, 1995)
So we need to know what we mean when we talk of a strategic vision. Are we referring simply to a more rational relationship between resources and mandates aimed at making the OAS more efficient? To boosting cross-cutting links between its four pillars? To enhancing its ties to other political bodies, such as the United Nations, or economic entities, such as the IDB, the Caribbean Development Bank, and the World Bank, or with subregional consensus-building mechanisms; or to all of the above and something else as well?
Let us not get beyond ourselves. I suggest that we refrain from answering these and other questions until we have covered at least part of the methodological road map that I will shortly be presenting for your consideration to ensure that we are better equipped to answer them.
In the meantime, as we embark together on this complex and challenging journey, I would ask you to bear in mind our Organization's principal strengths and weaknesses, with a view to maximizing the former and minimizing the latter, until we arrive safe and sound at our destination:  a clear and shared strategy for the OAS in the 21st Century that has just begun.  
In my opinion, the main strength of the OAS lies in its having forged the only forum in which every country in the Hemisphere can sit down to engage in dialogue, discuss, differ, and disagree, face to face. There is no other forum like it: a vast and rich mosaic of 34 politically, economically, socially, and culturally diverse countries, the whole of Central America and the Dominican Republic in SICA; the Caribbean and Belize in CARICOM; the whole of South America and Mexico in ALADI; plus the United States and Canada; all of them, what's more, grounded in democracy. THAT IS ONLY POSSIBLE, VIABLE, AND A REALITY IN THE OAS, nowhere else. I hope with all my heart that this common ground, this road that has cost so much to pave, will become even firmer as we strive to forge our strategic vision.
Our main weakness, on the other hand, is our tendency to be autistic, to gaze in at the Organization's own internal problems, oblivious to what is happening outside it, even though it affects us. We have to identify the value-added that this Organization contributes and can contribute to the efforts being undertaken in the Hemisphere to benefit our peoples.  Let its impact and the outcomes of this Organization's work resonate in the Hemisphere.  
The OAS cannot and must not neglect the fact that although we have all opted to build democracies in the region, much still needs to be done to strengthen them. We may have distanced ourselves from authoritarianism and military rule, but we have yet to confront the powers that be and other obstacles that have led to disenchantment with democracy, because ultimately that form of government of the people, by the people, and for the people has not produced enough well-being for the people or, as former Brazilian President Lula put it: "democracy is not just the right to protest against hunger, but rather the right to eat." And by well-being I mean not just material well-being but also respect for human rights, at a time when denunciations of violations of those rights to the Inter-American Commission and Court are on the increase. Consolidation of a democracy that generates social well-being that naturally includes respect for human rights needs to be something we discuss on a regular basis.
The OAS cannot and must not overlook the fact that, although we have achieved a decade of almost uninterrupted economic growth, with average annual GDP growth rates rising from 0.5% to 5.7% and, in the process, taking 24 million people out of poverty, Latin America and the Caribbean remain the most unequal part of the planet in terms of income distribution, surpassing even the inequality found in Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. According to Gini coefficient data published by the UNDP and disseminated by the OAS, the reduction in inequality in Latin America over the same decade was 5%, compared to a 32% reduction in OECD countries. Those dismal indicators of social inequality also need to be at the forefront of our discussion if we want to encourage economic growth conducive to a redistribution of the wealth we generate.
The OAS cannot and must not overlook the fact that, unfortunately and paradoxically, the region's economic growth and poverty reduction has not gone hand in hand with increased public safety. The entire region from Alaska and Boston in the north to South America and its eastern shores is wracked with so much criminal activity that our region has the highest crime rate in the world. So insecurity, in all its manifestations, despite the development of democracy and economic growth, also needs to be high on our agenda. (Tenth Anniversary of the Declaration on Security in the Americas on October 28).
Here I have drawn attention to just three of the (political, economic, and social) disasters plaguing our region, and I have done so in order to underscore the importance of analyzing, within our Organization, what goes on outside it. Let us be guided by our founders:  it was because they were sensitive to what was happening in the region that they decided to create this Organization, not the other way round.
Distinguished representatives of the OAS member states, based on these reflections, I will now proceed to submit for your consideration the methodology and schedule of activities that the technical secretariat has distributed to you.
� FILENAME  \* MERGEFORMAT �CP31680E04�








2

