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REMARKS BY THE SECRETARY GENERAL

OF THE ORGANIZATION OF AMERICAN STATES, JOSÉ MIGUEL INSULZA,

DURING THE INAUGURAL CEREMONY

OF THE THIRD MEETING OF MINISTERS RESPONSIBLE FOR PUBLIC SECURITY
IN THE AMERICAS

Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago

November 17, 2011

The Honourable Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago, KAMLA PERSAD–BISSESSAR;

Honourable Minister of National Security, Senator JOHN SANDY, and other Ministers and Officials of the Government of Trinidad and Tobago;

Ministers, Attorneys General, Vice-Ministers, High Authorities, Heads of Delegation attending this Third Meeting of Ministers and/or High Authorities Responsible for Public Security;

Chairman of the OAS Permanent Council H.E. Bayney Karran of Guyana, Ambassadors/Permanent Representatives to the OAS and members of the diplomatic corps, representatives of international organizations;

Special guests, ladies and gentlemen,


Allow me to begin by expressing my sincere gratitude to the Government of Trinidad and Tobago for its generous offer to host this Third Meeting of Ministers Responsible for Public Security in the Americas.  Your country’s Prime Minister has been at the forefront of our collective commitment to security for several years and we commend you for that.


The MISPA, as the ministerial process has come to be known, continues to advance towards its full institutionalization, within a context of growing concern over the need to ensure security conditions for citizens throughout the Hemisphere. Public safety has indeed become the single highest ranking priority in the vast majority of our countries, and thus the challenge we face as an Organization is to contribute, continuously and effectively, to our member states’ efforts in this critical area.


Almost exactly three years after the Fifth Summit of the Americas, which was held here in Port of Spain, the Heads of State and Government will again meet to refine and share their vision for an inter-American agenda of partnership and cooperation as reflected in the Sixth Summit’s central theme, “Connecting the Americas: Partners for Prosperity.” 

At that Summit, which will be held April 14-15, 2012 in Cartagena, Colombia, the Hemisphere’s political leaders will consider, among other things, six key issues that affect every single country in the Americas, namely natural disasters, poverty and inequality, access to technology, physical integration, regional cooperation, and citizen security.


The Chair of this Ministerial will be invited to share its outcomes with the Summit Implementation Review Group (SIRG) when it convenes in January to begin considering the Summit theme of Citizen Security and Transnational Organized Crime.  


Therefore, I believe it is fitting that we are having this ministerial-level discussion on public security here with the intention of forwarding recommendations to the Summit. This is an important thread that is critical to the overall goal of achieving a Summit architecture that is strong, forward-looking, and results-oriented and that ties together the various inter-American processes for the mutual benefit of all. 


Based on the principles of the Declaration on Security in the Americas and on the guidelines contained in the Commitment to Public Security in the Americas (adopted at previous OAS ministerial meetings), the General Secretariat has directed its human and technical resources to promote, from a multidimensional perspective, cooperation among member states on the key issues of public security management; prevention of crime, violence and insecurity; citizen and community participation; and police management. 


Recent reports by a variety of international agencies, including the OAS, the World Bank, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, and the United Nations Development Programme, have made us well aware of our responsibility to act together in confronting the great threats posed by crime and violence to our democracies, to our institutions, to our social and economic development, and, most importantly, to the welfare of our people. 


Aiming to attain concrete, measurable, and sustainable results in this endeavor, we gather here today to discuss the best ways in which we may combine our strengths and capabilities to deliver a prosperous and peaceful environment to the present and future generations. 


Crime in our Hemisphere manifests itself in ways that differ significantly from one country to another and even from one region to another within one and the same State. Nevertheless, the manufacturing and trafficking of illicit drugs and firearms; the smuggling of migrants; trafficking in persons; contraband; kidnapping; extortion; crimes against property; cybercrime; corruption; money-laundering; and violence against women and young people know no bounds and easily cross geographical and political borders to establish business centers and corridors that help them amass their ill-gotten gains.


Effective action by institutions in some areas has contributed to a restoration of the rule of law, but, at the same time, it has driven criminal organizations to seek out new places where they can set up shop. Thus, regions that for years were considered havens of peace and harmonious coexistence have now been hit by a crime wave in what appears to be yet another unstoppable cycle of violence.

The data available track to some extent the path taken by illicit activities and the havoc they wreak along the way. In the Caribbean countries, the number of intentional homicides increased from 1,362 in 2000 to 2,634 in 2010, that is to say, from 20.7 to almost 40 murders for every 100,000 inhabitants. In Central America, in the same period, the rate increased from 26.7 to 41.1 for every 100,000 inhabitants.


The increase in the homicide rate was accompanied by an increase in the percentage of homicides involving firearms, particularly in the regions hardest-hit by the establishment of criminal corridors. Even more alarming is the fact that it is young men, under the age of 35, who are the most affected, be it as the victims or the perpetrators of armed violence.


That is why, whatever our differences and particular characteristics, none of our governments or societies can evade our joint responsibility to cooperate, with equal vigor, in the fight against criminals. As the United States Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, recently pointed out, “we need networks to confront other networks,” and, as the foremost political body in the Hemisphere, the Organization of American States has set itself, precisely, the goal of propitiating and facilitating the construction and consolidation of the networks needed to confront those threats and restore tranquility and security to our citizens.


Of course we are not alone in that endeavor. Not only governments have demonstrated their determination to confront and contain criminal activities; international, regional, and subregional organizations have also devoted themselves wholeheartedly to perfecting their ability to support those efforts. The establishment, in 2005, of the Caribbean Community’s Implementation Agency for Crime and Security (IMPACS) testifies to this growing sense of purpose, as does the adoption, in June of this year, of the Central American Security Strategy in the framework of the Central American Integration System. Both exemplify the opportunities we have to strengthen our efforts in a well coordinated and complementary fashion, avoiding overlaps, in order to boost our effectiveness in fighting crime and violence.


Striving to attain such effectiveness, the OAS member states agreed to the proposal of the Government of Trinidad and Tobago to dedicate special attention to the key area of police management during this ministerial meeting. Police forces are tasked with the major responsibility of constituting the primary representatives of the State to guarantee compliance with the rule of law within a community, large or small. As such, the significance of fostering institutional capacity building to ensure the Police forces’ effective response, within a democratic framework, cannot be understated.


In the same way in which the shared commitment of the international community is needed to tackle the threats posed by criminal networks, at the national level, advancing public security requires the engagement of the whole of society. Citizens’ trust in police officers is required to facilitate ownership and continuous dialogue, which will allow for timely reporting on criminal activities. Modern, accountable police institutions, respectful of human rights, will foster confidence building and support by the citizenry. Open channels of communication that facilitate participation, allowing for communities to express their priorities and needs, will provide police institutions with a better sense of the challenges faced at the local level.


Governments, in turn, are assigned the important duty of securing adequate selection, training, evaluation, and promotion processes, necessary to ensure a professional police force whose officers are dignified, respected, and provided with the living and working conditions that reflect the responsibilities they face every day. Suitable welfare, health, and education services for police officers and their families, as well as strong internal and external controls, are a requisite to curtail the risks of corruption and wrongdoing.


In the course of their work today, the highest authorities responsible for public security in the 34 OAS member states will devote themselves to sharing their knowledge, experience, misgivings, and concerns as they go about the complex task of designing, implementing, and evaluating the policies and strategies designed to guarantee protection and respect for the life, dignity, individual freedoms, and property of persons. That is no easy matter when, according to the 2011 Global Study on Homicide, recently presented by the United Nations, in some countries of the region, one in every 50 men currently aged 21 will not reach his 30th birthday.


However, there have also been promising results. Some countries have managed to achieve a sustained decline in homicide rates and in indicators relating to other crimes. That trend has been particularly noticeable in certain Andean countries and in the Southern Cone. Other countries have made significant headway with information analysis and the use of technologies in the planning and execution of police operations. Thanks to that, forfeitures of illicit drug cargoes have increased substantially throughout the past decade. Other countries have managed to boost public trust.


We trust that this is the right setting for sharing these experiences and that, following a dynamic exchange of views, a more robust platform will emerge, based on horizontal cooperation, for developing institutional capacities and enhancing public security among the countries of the region. Along those lines, the Cooperation Agreement concluded by the OAS General Secretariat and the President of AMERIPOL at the forty-first regular session of the Organization’s General Assembly, last June, affords us a valuable mechanism for transferring knowledge that will help close the gaps between the police forces in our countries. We are confident that, by developing this tool for cooperation, a stronger, inclusive network will emerge, incorporating other police associations in the Americas, such as the Commission of Police Chiefs and Directors of Central America and the Association of Caribbean Commissioners of Police.


I would like to close by expressing our solidarity to the Government of Prime Minister Persad-Bissessar, for your courage in confronting the various manifestations of crime and violence that have affected this beautiful twin-island nation. And if she may allow, I would like to cite a comment she made during her speech last September 24, on the occasion of the Day of the Republic, a celebration which, in my opinion, illustrates our common purpose in the context of these deliberations. I quote: 

“Theirs is not an easy task, yet [our men in uniform] have gone about it with a level of professionalism and commitment that has earned the gratitude and pride of the nation they defend so well today.

 “There is a sense that we are all in this together, a commitment to make the sacrifice for the greater good of all of us (…) We must never take the freedoms we enjoy for granted, but  fight for their preservation. (…)… in this context, our 35th Anniversary as a Republic holds even greater significance as it becomes a time for us to cherish our hard fought freedoms…” 

Our nations’ hard-fought freedoms and nation-building are indeed at stake. The task ahead is enormous, but I am confident that by working together in a meaningful and sincere manner, we can all make a difference in reducing the scourge of violence and crime in our societies.

Thank you, muchas gracias, and I wish you all the very best for a successful meeting.
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