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1.
INTRODUCTION
This report presents the principal observations and recommendations of the Virtual Forum and the Survey of Civil Society Organizations and Social Actors Registered with the OAS: A Strategic Vision of the OAS conducted from October 30 to November 15, with a view to contributing to the dialogue among member states in the framework of the Permanent Council Working Group on the Strategic Vision of the OAS. 
The virtual forum was coordinated by the OAS General Secretariat and the Department of International Affairs of the Secretariat for External Relations, as was the questionnaire sent to duly registered civil society organizations. This report systematizes the findings of this process of consultation. The principal proposals and recommendations made during the consultation process are mentioned at the end of the report.
2.
PRINCIPAL FINDINGS
I. In general, a majority of the organizations consulted point to democracy and human rights as the two principal characteristics or attributes of the OAS. With respect to democracy, they noted defense of it in general and, as regards its promotion, they noted in particular electoral observation and intervention at times of political crisis. With respect to human rights, they emphasized the defense of those rights through inter-American instruments and mechanisms, especially through the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. While this general appraisal may be directly related to the profiles of most of the organizations taking part in the survey (whose chief mission is to promote democracy and human rights), it is clear that underlying their assessment of the OAS is an interpretation of the current state of the region as needing more deeply embedded democracies and respect for human rights. The corollary to this emphasis is that specific matters relating to integral development and classic issues of security between states, for instance, take second place in their analysis (whereby "security between states" here refers to national defense matters, not citizen or public security, which continues to be regarded as a priority concern for the region).
II. Also worth noting in the survey findings is that the majority of the civil society organizations pointed to the OAS as the regional forum par excellence for discussing the principal issues that affect the Hemisphere, without that appreciation competing or conflicting with the work of other regional or global organizations (typically, the United Nations), given the OAS's uniqueness in the region. The CSOs also mention ineffectiveness as the OAS' main weakness and challenge going forward. It especially needs to strengthen its ability to enforce the decisions of its member states, with particular emphasis on observance of the principles that underpin the defense of democracy and human rights and on the urgent need to ensure the enforceability of human rights, particularly women's human rights. Also mentioned was the need to enhance the Organization's impact on member states' public policies in respect of democracy and human rights.
III. Prominent in the responses by the CSOs is their call for more extensive and enhanced participation in the day-to-day work of the Organization, at both the broader regional level and the local level through the offices of the General Secretariat in member states. In that sense, there is a widespread notion that such participation should extend to the General Assembly sessions, which, it is widely believed, need to be more relevant and in touch with the daily life of countries in the region, with their particular circumstances and concrete problems. In general, the organizations participating in the Forum and survey miss not having more say in the Organization's decision-making dynamics, because they feel that their contributions should and could be more substantial if the right channels and bodies were in place to that end. Particularly striking is the observation that while governments are temporary and, ultimately, fleeting, civil society as such is permanent and therefore capable of lending smoother and greater continuity to the core issues addressed by the OAS  
IV. Another outstanding finding is the degree of awareness and concern shown by civil society organizations regarding the financial sustainability of the OAS and the urgency of resolving questions relating to its funding and the member states' contributions. They point out that the funding issue is key to the Organization's effectiveness and to strengthening the widely recognized and much appreciated inter-American system for the defense of human rights.
V. When the participating organizations were asked about the perceived strengths of the OAS, there was broad agreement that its promotion and defense of democracy and human rights were strong and had created a regional consensus as to the importance of both, especially in connection with the recent reform of the inter-American system. Another strength mentioned was this regional, multilateral, and unique body’s representativeness, both for member states via their governments and because of civil society participation in it. The CSOs also highlighted the Organization's technical skills thanks to its history and the experience it has acquired over time, in general, and in particular with respect to democracy and electoral processes. The Organization's defense of human rights was singled out, especially with regard to women's rights. In general, the OAS is considered to be a forum open to regional participation in the discussion regarding hemispheric issues and special mention was made of its ability to enlist support and attention and its credibility in civil society. Another acknowledged strength of the Organization is its readiness to accept dialogue and consultation with, and the participation of, civil society. Its regional platform is that respect is considered adequate.
VI. As for the perceived shortcomings of the Organization, lack of effectiveness in imposing the decisions taken by its member states heads the list. There is widespread agreement that the OAS needs to act more effectively and less "slowly," which could only come about if it had more "power" to ensure enforcement of its member states' decisions. The feeling is that when it comes to deliberating and deciding, the Organization does well, but the other side to that, i.e. implementing what it decides, is perceived as its greatest weakness. Hence the notion that the Organization would be more effective if it had more power to enforce the decisions of its member states. A related topic concerns the effectiveness of the Organization's decision-making mechanism, given the obstacle posed by the requirement to achieve a consensus. Another perceived weakness has to do with information and communication regarding the day-to-day work of the Organization.  There is a general sense that not enough is known about its work, especially in the United States and outside the Hemisphere, except when political crises erupt. Also mentioned as a weakness is the Organization's lack of funds, which curtails its ability to address today's complex issues. Also singled out as a weakness, albeit to a much lesser extent, are bureaucratic constraints on its effectiveness. The CSOs pointed, too, to the need for greater liaison with the General Secretariat's national offices and for greater civil society participation both in general and with regard to local issues, such as those involving the afro-descendant population.
VII. When asked how effective the OAS is in implementing its mandates, almost all those consulted mentioned that it is effective. Worth noting is that most considered it moderately or fairly effective, with considerable room for it to become more effective than it is. When asked to substantiate that overall assessment, the CSOs again mention the discrepancy, when it comes to effectiveness, between decisions taken within the Organization and the power it actually has to enforce its resolutions. The participating organizations consider that effective work is performed thanks to sound technical capabilities, although they reiterate the slow pace of human rights procedures and budgetary frailty. Also mentioned, inter alia, is the need for a sharper focus and greater relevance in the Organization's impact thanks to greater involvement of civil society, and not just during interventions when democratic institutions are threatened.
VIII. Asked how well the OAS's work addresses the interests of the peoples of the Americas, all the organizations answered that they were in sync. Roughly one third of the participating organizations consider that, although they are in sync, there is ample room for improvement in practice. When asked to expand on the foregoing closed answer, one comment was that OAS does consider the diverse interests of the peoples of the Americas, within the framework of the Organization's principles. Another was that the OAS's work needs to be better known (and communicated) at the local level, with more input and participation by the member states, thereby generating local consensus as to its usefulness. The participating organizations reiterated the need to enhance the enforceability of decisions and mentioned, for example, the challenge of overcoming hurdles planted by certain governments with authoritarian or obstructive attitudes, while recognizing the complex dynamics of domestic power and decision-making struggles. The OAS' role (presence) in political crisis scenarios is also underscored by the participating organizations, which consider that it could be reinforced through greater local involvement. They stressed that the OAS is an appropriate regional forum for the defense of human rights, but one that needed to be more effective. For the sake of greater consistency, more emphasis should be placed on issues such as ecological equilibrium and respect for environmental regulations and more consideration given to social inequality and insecurity, especially that found today in the northern part of Central America.
IX. The organizations were also asked whether there was some area in which the OAS was engaged that was already being addressed or that should be addressed by other organizations. Here, unlike other parts of the survey, opinions of the organizations consulted were clearly divided between those who think there are such overlaps and those who think not. Those who answered "yes" were mainly referring to the United Nations, while underscoring the comparative advantage of the OAS as a regional organization, which allows it to complement the work of the global organization. Nevertheless, it was felt that inter-agency coordination could be improved:  for instance, with the United Nation's Commission on Human Rights. Here, too, participants reiterated that the OAS was the region's leading multilateral forum. Specifically, they pointed to the following thematic areas in which the OAS has a part to play:  transparency, accountability, anti-corruption and efforts to forge a culture of respect for the law, greater participation by Afro-descendant populations and women, health, migration, justice and ecology, civil rights, technological development, and others. It was pointed out that not all of these areas needed to be addressed region-wide:  some could be dealt with in more geographically focused locations.  On trade, the general feeling was that there were numerous agreements in effect in the region, so it ought not to be a priority topic for the OAS.
X. When the participants were asked what the future role of the OAS should be, the suggestions varied widely, but there was a noticeable emphasis on the call for a more focused approach to the issues and areas to be addressed, especially democracy and human rights in a context of shifting needs and environments, always with due consideration for greater participation by civil society in the Organization's work. The need to forge consensus and debate actions and decisions was emphasized, with a view to building a common hemispheric front and promoting regional cooperation. Specific issues mentioned for future consideration included social inequalities and poverty, corruption and efforts to combat impunity, migration, border disputes, electoral transparency, natural resources, civic education, and democratic, political literacy. Regarding cooperation with other organizations, three cited were ECLAC, UNIFEM, and UNICEF. Participants also reiterated the need for the OAS to be empowered to intervene in political crises and to improve its capacity to ensure enforcement of mandates and decisions.
XI. Finally, participants were asked for further comments in relation to this consultation process. In those comments they stressed the need to continue strengthening the Organization, to which end they considered consultation processes like this one, highly necessary. They said they appreciated and were grateful for the opportunity to participate. For that reason, it is considered essential to raise the level of knowledge of OAS activities and achievements among the population, while emphasizing the part that local representatives can play in this local communication and involvement effort. At this point, mention was made of the need to pay more attention to transnational crime, drug trafficking, human trafficking, and arms trafficking, and to attend to people with disabilities. There was also some criticism of certain remarks and interventions by civil society and a call to avoid such incidents in future. Nonetheless, the importance and necessity of giving civil society a more active and prominent part to play, by generating more opportunities for openness and dialogue, was robustly reaffirmed.
3.
PRINCIPAL PROPOSALS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
I. Chief among the proposals and recommendations put forward is the suggestion that the OAS focus on issues that matter most to the region and in which it has excelled, such as the defense of democracy (particularly in respect of elections) and human rights (defense of them through the inter-American system). Generally speaking, the participants recognize the preponderant role played by the OAS in these two areas and for that reason they recommend reinforcing it in numerous ways. 
II. There is an obvious need for the OAS to have greater power to ensure compliance with the Organization's decisions, which would render it effective and relevant. Thus, mention was made of the need for greater room for maneuver vis-à-vis governments that may not be fully committed to the values and principles of the Organization or that fail to comply with mandates and decisions. Mention was likewise made of the United States, in particular, as a developed and powerful country, and its influence over the Organization.
III. The organizations consulted reiterated the importance of boosting systematic participation by civil society in the OAS, principally during General Assembly sessions, but also in other areas of the Organization's day-to-day work, especially at the local level and on very specific issues, where they feel it is essential that the local representatives of the OAS play a more proactive part in keeping in contact and fostering ties with national organizations. In addition, the organizations taking part in the consultation process recommend strengthening civil society participation through channels and bodies that allow it to have a greater say and impact on the deliberations and decisions of the governmental representatives of the member states.
IV. Along those lines, the civil society organizations recommend more forceful, permanent, and systematic communication of OAS activities and actions to insure that they are much better known, a process that should go in tandem with a greater involvement on the part of CSOs. It is considered that the OAS needs to be far better known throughout the region, but especially in the United States and beyond the Hemisphere, as this would strengthen the Organization.
V. To enhance involvement with the OAS, it is recommended that the offices of the General Secretariat in the member states establish a stronger presence and ties with civil society organizations, which would generate more opportunities for dialogue, consultation, and participation by society and enhance the relevance and consistency of the Organization's work. 
VI. In general, the CSOs recommend addressing the problem of the Organization's financial sustainability, especially as regards the contributions of the member states, because this obviously affects the work the Organization can do. While they acknowledge the strengths and capacity of the OAS, in terms of its organization and personnel, they also mention the need for it to be more effective in its decision making and procedures, and that in turn makes sufficient funding a priority.
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