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Ambassador Adam Blackwell, OAS Secretary for Multidimensional Security;
Ms Adriana Mejia, Secretary Department of Public Security;

Dr. Anthony Bryant, Senior Associate of the Center for Strategic Studies, Washington, D.C;
Representatives of the Member States of the OAS
Special guests;
Ladies and gentlemen,
Trinidad and Tobago is pleased to host the Third Meeting of the OAS Technical Group on Transnational Organized Crime which precedes the convening of the very important Third Meeting of Ministers Responsible for Public Security in the Americas.  

Mr Chairman, the fundamental goal of this Technical Group is to embark on strategies to combat transnational organized crime by encouraging coordination among the various OAS bodies and other relevant organizations involved with this issue.  I am informed that during this Third Meeting, there would be considerable deliberations on the Elements of the Work Program of this Technical Group; a Work Program which would define the agenda of OAS Member States in relation to the Hemispheric Plan of Action that was adopted since 2006.

Your work is very important. Transnational organized crime is one of the major threats to human security, impeding the social, economic, political and cultural development of societies worldwide.  It is a multi-faceted phenomenon and has manifested itself in different activities, including, drug trafficking, trafficking in human beings; trafficking in firearms; smuggling of migrants; money laundering; etc.  

As globalization has expanded international trade, so has it impacted the range and reach of organized criminal activities. The traditional hierarchical forms of organized crime groups have diminished; replaced with loose networks which work together to exploit new and emerging opportunities.  For example, organized crime groups involved in drug trafficking are commonly engaged in smuggling of other illegal goods.  The links between drug trafficking and other forms of transnational organized crime calls for a more integrated approach to address this nexus.  Thus, the adoption of the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime has been a historic development in countering this threat.

This Convention, which entered into force in September 2003, is the main international instrument for addressing transnational organized crime.  It commits states to introduce a range of measures, including the enactment of domestic legislation to criminalise specific acts, the adoption of new frameworks for mutual legal assistance and extradition; law enforcement cooperation; technical assistance and training.

The Government of Trinidad and Tobago, has ratified the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and its Supplementary Protocols, relating to firearms trafficking, human trafficking and migrant smuggling. Further to this, Trinidad and Tobago has approved a Policy Paper in support of this country’s ratification of the Convention and is fully committed to this and other steps being taken by the community of nations to combat transnational organized crime in its diverse manifestations.

For small states like Trinidad and Tobago, one of the most serious challenges is the influx of illicit drugs, and its adverse impact on public, private and community institutions.  Exacerbating the problem is the porosity of our borders and the apparent ease with which firearms are acquired.  Moreover, organized transnational criminal groups pose threats to the region’s fragile economies and to our democratic governance processes and institutions.  The scale and magnitude of the problem, therefore, demands a comprehensive holistic approach by all member states.

It is in this regard, that the Government of Trinidad and Tobago welcomed the Hemispheric Plan of Action which was approved by the OAS Permanent Council in 2006 and later endorsed by the thirty-seventh Regular session of the General Assembly.  The Plan of Action has sought to curtail the scope for impunity and organized crime in our Hemisphere by strengthening and coordinating national efforts against this ill. 

As a key member of this Working Group, the Government of Trinidad and Tobago, has fully committed itself to taking the necessary steps towards adopting a comprehensive approach to preventing and tackling transnational organized crime with the participation of all stakeholder institutions.  I will take the opportunity at this point to outline some of the measures taken by Trinidad and Tobago in this regard. 

Of the eighteen categories of crime that reflect the features of transnational organized crime, of immediate interest to the Government of Trinidad and Tobago are crimes involving illicit drug trafficking; money laundering; corruption and bribery of public officials as defined in national legislation; computer crime; illicit trafficking in firearms and ammunition; terrorist activities and trafficking in persons.  The Government of Trinidad and Tobago is of the view that these crimes lie at the very root of transnational criminal activity and, as such, is continuously engaged in adopting measures to address these issues.

Since the Second Meeting of the Technical Group, the Government of Trinidad and Tobago has enhanced two key pieces of domestic legislation to wit - The Proceeds of Crime Amendment Act (POCA, of 2009) and The Anti-Terrorism Amendment Act of 2010.  These pieces of legislation criminalize money laundering and allow for the confiscation of the proceeds of crimes by introducing measures for the freezing of terrorists’ assets or funds.  

Mutual Legal Assistance is another area of particular interest to the Government of Trinidad and Tobago.  Under The Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Act, 1997 (as amended), Trinidad and Tobago can render assistance to Commonwealth countries or countries designated under the Act. 

Further, within the last three years, this country has received a number of requests relating to drug trafficking, money laundering, credit card fraud and corruption from several non-Commonwealth countries, including the USA, Venezuela, and Colombia.

The Central Authority of the Government of Trinidad and Tobago is responsible for all matters relating to extradition proceedings pursuant to the provisions of the Extradition Act.  The Extradition (Commonwealth and Foreign Territories) Act, 1985 (as amended) permits the extradition of both nationals and non-nationals.  Trinidad and Tobago also has bilateral extradition treaties with the United States of America and the Kingdom of the Netherlands and through its Central Authority, is in the process of negotiating extradition treaties with Venezuela and Mexico.

Ladies and gentlemen, another major issue gaining the attention of this government is the issue of human trafficking.  The Government of Trinidad and Tobago has established legislation that criminalises the act of trafficking, seeks to prevent trafficking in persons, protect the human rights of victims and prosecute traffickers.  The legislation, which is multi-disciplinary in nature, also provides for partnership amongst the public and non-governmental organizations in combatting this crime and providing support to victims.

One of the biggest threats to small states is the illicit trafficking in drugs and firearms.  The multi-billion dollar drug market has strengthened the alliance between Caribbean crime groups and their South and Central American counterparts, which has exacerbated a number of socioeconomic problems. The Caribbean continues to be a viable transshipment point for illegal drugs destined to global markets.  Illicit traffic flows through the Caribbean is expected to increase even further in the coming years unless effective measures are implemented to curtail this flourishing market.

Illegal trafficking in firearms has contributed to increased homicides and violence, drawing upon existing resources of member states and impacting adversely on the socio-economic fabric of society.  Crime and gang violence have drastically increased in the hemisphere.  In a 2007 report, the World Bank estimated that the overall murder rate in the Caribbean stood at “30 per 100,000 population…higher than any other region of the world and has risen in recent years for many of the region’s countries.”  Communities throughout the islands are being transformed into war zones as local gangs expand their revenue-producing criminal activities to include kidnapping, human trafficking, firearms trafficking, and other forms of organized crime.

Corruption, generated by organized crime, is an emerging theme in the hemisphere and is also a major obstacle to the full implementation of the Plan of Action.  A growing culture of corruption ensuing from a lack of transparency will undermine the credibility of many governments as well as frustrate economic growth in the hemisphere.

However, all is not lost. The General Secretariat of the OAS, and in particular the Department of Multidimensional Security has been adopting and implementing a number of measures geared towards strengthening the capacity of Member States of the OAS to treat with all aspects of transnational organized crime.  The Hemispheric Plan of Action and its related Work Program is one such measure. The work of this Group is therefore considered critical in addressing the issue of transnational organized crime and its many deleterious effects on our hemisphere. 

In conclusion, ladies and gentlemen, I have sought to identify some of the concrete measures that the Government has taken to address the issues related to transnational organized crime while adhering to the principles of the Plan of Action.  These measures are part of a comprehensive approach that maximizes, not only inter-agency cooperation, but also relies on the support of international bodies inclusive of the UNODC and donor states, especially those states within the hemisphere, to confront the threats posed by transnational criminal activity while realizing the full implementation of the Hemispheric Plan of Action. 

As I leave, I want to wish you a very productive day as you discuss these fundamental issues that can only redound to benefit of all our countries. I hope that your deliberations will be fruitful and that the meeting will be a resounding success. 

I thank you.
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