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The promotion of culture and cultural diversity in the Americas gained significant momentum at the First Inter-American Meeting of Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities.  Upon signing the Declaration and Plan of Action of Cartagena de Indias at this meeting, OAS member states highlighted the role of culture as an engine of sustainable development and committed themselves to fostering cultural diversity throughout the hemisphere. 

The 34 countries of the OAS celebrated on July 12-13, 2002, in Cartagena de Indias, Colombia, the First Inter-American Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities of Culture, where the Declaration and Plan of Action of Cartagena de Indias was adopted, placing this sector as the motor of cultural development. The meeting was inaugurated by the Secretary General of the Organization of American States (OAS), César Gaviria, and by the President of Colombia, Andrés Pastrana.

The main themes of this meeting focused on the relationship between culture and development and on the challenges that cultural diversity presents. In this context, those responsible for culture proposed a series of goals aimed at increasing the number of Americans who have opportunities to develop their creativity in conditions of equality, liberty and dignity, and who have access to the goods and cultural services in an atmosphere of diversity. The Cartagena Plan of Action also included a feasibility study on the establishment, within the framework of the Inter-American Committee on Culture, of an Inter-American Cultural Policy Observatory.

In this meeting, the Ministers of Culture of the Americas created the Inter-American Commission of Culture, which will promote combined cultural politics for the region. At the meeting, high officials subscribed to the Cartagena de Indias Declaration, which includes the agreements reached and gives life to the Commission, which will "work to ensure a better understanding of the different focus of culture and political culture within the States".

In the framework of this meeting, approximately 20 representatives from civil society and four Ministers of Culture discussed the Plan of Action of Cartagena, especially the sections on cultural diversity and culture and equity. They also defined collaboration strategies in the formulation of politics for the sector.  Furthermore, an important declaration contributed by the film, radio, book and television industry was presented detailing the importance of the freedom of expression in their works. In addition, the Plataforma Audiovisual de Chile submitted a document supporting diversity in the arts in the face of an ever homogenizing reality due to the increase in transnational free trade. Finally, they agreed to collaborate on developing the idea of the Inter-American Cultural Policy Observatory. Please view reflections on the Cartagena meeting made by civil society organizations. 

In this meeting, the Executive Secretary of the Secretariat for the Summit Process, Mr. Jaime Aparicio, made a speech regarding the Summit process and culture. Secretary General, Gaviria emphasized "the importance of culture as a fundamental and integral component for the development of the people". The Colombian Minister of Culture, Araceli Morales emphasized the importance of civil society participation in the culture industry, because the promotion of the cultural information of each country will depend on them.

Recognizing the often-polarizing effects of globalization, member states also affirmed the need to protect this diversity in order to ensure more equitable and culturally inclusive social and economic policies throughout the Americas.  Member states affirmed that deeper Inter-American cooperation in the area of culture is a key means to achieving such a goal.

Inter-American collaboration in cultural matters was solidified in the Plan of Action of Cartagena de Indias, as member states agreed to establish an Inter-American Committee on Culture (CIC).  The CIC will help to foster the exchange of information on cultural policies and best practices while contributing to a better understanding of cultural diversity in the hemisphere.  Since meeting in Cartagena de Indias, member states' Ministries of Culture and Missions to the OAS have had the opportunity to review the CIC Draft Rules of Procedure and provide their comments.  A final version of the Draft Rules of Procedure is now being prepared, with the suggestions made by member states, and will be presented to CEPCIDI's Subcommittee on Partnership for Development Policies for discussion and approval.  The government of Mexico has offered to host the first meeting of the CIC once it is approved later this year.

As part of its mandate, the Inter-American Committee on Culture will also be responsible for establishing an Inter-American Cultural Policy Observatory, once a feasibility study on the matter is complete.  The terms of reference for the feasibility study were agreed upon by member states in November 2002, and the OAS is currently in the process of identifying experts who will help to carry out the study in each region of the Americas in order to assess the cultural needs of diverse groups.  Once the observatory is established, it will be responsible for building "effective partnerships with foundations, academic and research institutions, and other cultural observatories in member states and around the world to promote the dissemination of cultural information."

A key aspect of inter-American cooperation, mandated by the Declaration and Plan of Action of Cartagena de Indias, is the sharing and critical transfer of "best experiences in cultural diversity, which are to be contributed by the cultural ministries and entities of the Hemisphere".  The OAS trough the Unit for Social Development and Education has compiled information on 29 of such experiences in a Permanent Portfolio of Consolidated Programs.  Since the First Inter-American Meeting of Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities, cultural ministries have had the opportunity to review this portfolio and identify programs of greatest interest to them.  The five programs most requested by all ministries were then selected by the UDSE as the basis for horizontal cooperation workshops.   These two-week long workshops, to be carried out in 2003 with the financial assistance of the IACD, will provide an opportunity for representatives of member states from throughout the Americas to become familiar with programs that have proven their ability to protect and promote cultural diversity in a given member state.  After attending such workshops, participants are expected to critically transfer the program's fundamental concepts and characteristics to their own national context, with the assistance of the OAS and international experts.  This year, programs from Mexico, Canada and Honduras have been selected as the basis for such horizontal cooperation workshops.

Recognizing that Inter-American cooperation must reach beyond the work of governmental authorities, the OAS has also fostered linkages with other international organizations as well as with civil society organizations throughout the Americas. Prior to the Ministerial meeting in Cartagena, the OAS launched an on-line consultation and dialogue forum as a shared space for the analysis by and participation of civil society in the process of preparing the Declaration and Plan of Action of Cartagena de Indias.  More than 1000 people were invited to participate in this "Virtual Forum on Cultural Diversity in the Hemisphere”.  In addition, representatives from 20 civil society organizations were invited to attend the Ministerial Meeting, at which they presented a joint declaration encouraging Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities to strengthen the participation of civil society in processes associated to the formulation of cultural policies and promote dialogue, exchange and cooperation between the cultures and regions of the Americas, without exception".  The joint-declaration also expressed their "strong will to participate in the Inter-American Cultural Policy Observatory".   

Since the ministerial meeting, the OAS has sought to foster cooperation with civil society organizations by presenting at the Fourth National Conference on Latino Arts and Culture, which was attended by Latino artists, musicians, writers and associations from throughout the United States and had as its theme "the Construction of a New Latino Imaginary".   The OAS also participated in a conference hosted by the Inter-American Development Bank on the experiences of female filmmakers in the Americas.  As a result of both conferences, the OAS not only strengthened its understanding of the needs and experiences of artists and cultural producers from throughout the Hemisphere, but also raised awareness among them of the possibility of working together with member states to successfully address their needs, and in doing so, promote and protect cultural diversity.   

In addition to civil society organizations, the OAS has actively collaborated with other international organizations such as the Convenio Andres Bello CAB, UNESCO, the Regional Centre for the Promotion of Books in Latin America and the Caribbean (CERLALC), the Andean Development Corporation (CAF), and the Organization of Ibero-American Sates for Education, Science and Culture (OEI), recognizing that each has valuable resources to contribute to the promotion of cultural diversity.  These organizations signed an inter-agency agreement in Cartagena de Indias, declaring their support for "the development and coordination of an Inter-American Cultural Agenda, in conformity with the priorities established by the Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities". As result of this agreement, the Convenio Andres Bello has  pledged its commitment to contribute to the Inter-American Cultural Policy Observatory, and CERLALC has established a cooperation agreements with the OAS.  These agreements will allow for greater coordination among agencies addressing the challenges of cultural diversity, thereby enhancing the effectiveness of their contributions.
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