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REPORT ON THE VIRTUAL FORUM AND SURVEY OF UNIVERSITIES AND ACADEMICS:

A STRATEGIC VISION OF THE OAS

HELD FROM OCTOBER 30 – NOVEMBER 15, 2013

1. INTRODUCTION
This report presents the principal observations and recommendations received in two virtual consultations on the Strategic Vision of the OAS.  The first consultation was conducted between 30 October and 15 November 2013 and consisted of a confidential questionnaire of fourteen items.  Fifteen universities from Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, the United States, Granada, Mexico, and Peru participated.  

The second consultation was a virtual dialogue directed at universities and academics and conducted between 5 and 15 November. Invitations to participate were sent to over 5000 individuals throughout the Americas.  Only a few respondents participated in this forum, with several joining in the last days.  The purpose of the dialogue was to focus on the four pillars of the OAS and the need to consolidate some of the mandates charged to the OAS by Member States.

While the number of respondents in these two forums does not permit broad generalizations, the participants’ comments were very consistent in both direction and content.  This suggests that they may be regarded as generally representative of the broader academic constituency.  

2. PARTICIPANTS’ PRINCIPAL OBSERVATIONS AND CONCERNS
A consistent message from the participants was that the OAS needs to make a greater effort to communicate what it does to its constituencies in different countries.  Participants also encouraged greater cooperation with and involvement of universities, arguing that academics might be advocates of many of the key issues on the OAS agenda.

The questionnaire sought to assess respondents’ knowledge of the OAS and support for priority action areas.  In response to the question “Are you familiar with the structure of the OAS?” 47% responded “yes” and 47% “more or less.”  When asked to rank, on a scale of 1-5, the relevance of the Vision’s four pillar themes, the results were:  Democracy 4.4, Human Rights 4.4, Integral Development 4.5, and Multidimensional Security 3.9.   

In a separate question asking for a ranking of priority issues (from a list of 20), highest priority was given to support for electoral processes, democratic sustainability, hemispheric legal instruments, employment, and social and human development.  Support for these issues was repeated in comments throughout the questionnaire, as was support for gender equality, climate, indigenous rights and education.  It is important to keep in mind that the scores for the full range of issues fell within that narrow band of 3.93 to 6.62.

Strengths and weaknesses  of the OAS.  Open-ended questions solicited comments on the strengths and weaknesses of the OAS.  As strengths respondents mentioned the OAS’s “respect throughout the region” which allows it to be proactive, its great credibility, its commitment to development and that it is a forum for debate for the entire hemisphere.  Specific issue areas mentioned included, electoral observation, education and culture (including professional training), democracy promotion, human rights, social cohesion and gender issues.  

The discussion of weaknesses emphasized communication.  The OAS is not getting its message out; there is not enough information available about the OAS and often the OAS role in issues areas is not clear.  The OAS themes are too dispersed.  Lack of adequate budget and lack of enforcement capability were also mentioned.  

Effectiveness. Forty percent of questionnaire respondents considered the OAS to be “effective” or “very effective”, while 60% considered it “somewhat effective.”    Reflecting the persistent theme of communication, one respondent suggested that it is not clear how effective the OAS is.  Another questioned whether the OAS is as effective as its mandates intend.   Respondents recognized that effectiveness depends on the disposition of countries and institutions to collaborate with the OAS.  They also recognized that budget constraints limit the ability to reach out to stakeholders and to publicize programs.    They mentioned electoral processes and insuring that programs benefit the intended recipients as areas of OAS effectiveness.  Several respondents asserted that the OAS could involve the academic community more as a potential ally in advocating for programs in their countries.  In addition, several respondents observed that the OAS needs to reach out to leverage other organizations that could collaborate in addressing issues

Congruence of OAS activities and the interests of the peoples of the Americas. Seventy-three percent of respondents answered that OAS activities are congruent or very congruent with the interests of peoples in the Americas.  An additional 20% answered that they are somewhat congruent.  Congruence and alignment of interests and activities is sustained by cooperation between institutions and States in setting standards and goals, even when not always successful.  Maintaining dialogue among the State of the Americas is important, and should be a priority.  Some respondents suggested greater emphasis on poverty reduction, defense of minorities and gender issues. Others would elevate issues like education, climate and drug abuse prevention.  With respect to this latter theme, one dialogue participant observed that the “geometric” increase in drug abuse in the region suggests that CICAD has lost ground in implementing its recommendations.  He offered that this seems to reflect a weakness in implementing programs as well as achieving acceptance on the part of member States.    Another dialogue participant suggested that it is important to recognize that many of the OAS’s issues are inter-related, for example development, human rights, gender, and security, the main concerns of citizens in the Americas.  The OAS in a privileged position to promote dialogue and collaboration on these inter-related issues.

Respondents recognized that other organizations work in many of the areas addressed by the OAS.  They recommended that seeking strategic alliance with these organizations and seeking complementarity to enhance effectiveness. Areas such as development education, climate and drug abuse prevention are areas in which strategic alliances should be sought.  

3. PRINCIPAL PROPOSALS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
· The OAS should continue to focus on core themes such as elections, strengthening democracy, social development, social justice and human rights, anti- discrimination and gender issues, drug-abuse prevention and others.
· The OAS should seek to build strategic alliances with institutions and organizations engaged in similar development, democracy, institutional capacity- building and other activities that have high priority for the region.  Leveraging collaborative arrangements can enhance the prospects for successful outcomes, permit the organizations to reach broader segments of population, and provide some budget relief for the organization.
· The OAS should promote inter-agency dialogue, information-sharing and collaboration as well as dissemination of best practices and lessons learned in different issues areas. 
· The OAS should continue to promote discussion and dialog amongst member States, while seeking to improve the quality of debate.
· The OAS must develop ways to communicate its activities and achievements more widely and more effectively.  Its activities and achievements are not sufficiently well-known or understood in member States.  A strong outreach program that is targeted at key constituencies, for example the academic community, is needed.  
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