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The Secretary of the Permanent Council of the Organization presents his compliments to the permanent representatives and is pleased to inform them that the Chair has convened a special meeting for Wednesday, June 30, 2004, at 9:00 a.m., in the Hall of the Americas, with the participation of experts from the member states and civil society representatives, to consider the topic “Access to Public Information: Strengthening Democracy,” pursuant to the mandate issued by the General Assembly in resolution AG/RES. 2057 (XXXIV-O/04).


The Program of the Special Meeting is attached.

PROGRAM FOR THE SPECIAL MEETING
 OF THE PERMANENT COUNCIL ON

“ACCESS TO PUBLIC INFORMATION:

STRENGTHENING DEMOCRACY”

Washington, D.C., June 30, 2004
	9:00 a.m. –9:50 a.m.
	Inaugural session

· Ambassador Miguel Ruíz-Cabañas, Permanent Representative of Mexico to the OAS, Chair of the Permanent Council
· Secretary General of the OAS
· Elizabeth Spehar, Executive Coordinator of the UPD
· Eduardo Bertoni, Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)
· Election of the Rapporteur of the special meeting


	9:50 a.m. –10:50 a.m.
	Panel I:  Access to public information and democratic governance

Moderator: Ambassador Rodolfo Gil, Permanent Representative of Argentina to the OAS
· Ernesto Villanueva, Coordinator, Right to Information program, Institute for Legal Research, National Autonomous University of Mexico
· Gabriel Escobar, City Editor, The Washington Post
· Permanent Representative to the Permanent Council of the OAS (to be determined
Comments by delegations


	10:50 a.m. – 11:50 a.m.
	Panel II:  Respecting and promoting respect for everyone’s access to public information:  adopting the necessary legislative or other types of provisions to ensure its recognition and effective application

Moderator: Ambassador Francisco Villagrán de León, Permanent Representative of Guatemala to the OAS 

· María Marván, Commissioner, President of the Federal Institute for Access to Public Information (IFAI), Mexico
· Helen Darbishire, Senior Program Manager, Open Society Justice Initiative, Freedom of Information and Expression Program
· Thomas Blanton, Director, National Security Archive, The George Washington University
· Roberto de Michele, Former Director of Tranparency Policy, Anticorruption Office, Argentina
Comments by delegations


	11:50 a.m. -1:00 p.m.
	Break


	1:00 p.m. -2:30 p.m.
	Lunch

	2:30 p.m. - 3:30 p.m.
	Panel III: Practices and experiences in the area of public information

Moderator:  Ambassador Denis Antoine, Permanent Representative of Grenada to the OAS

·  Victor Guimaraes Vieira, Executive Director, INTERLEGIS Program, Federal Senate of Brazil
·  Laura Neuman, Manager, Access to Public Information Project, Carter Center
·  Sheila Solomon, Coordinator, Citezens Caribbean Agenda Network, Trinidad and Tobago (to be confirmed)
·  Kela León, Director, Peruvian Press Council

·  Melanie Pustay, Deputy Director, Office of Information and Privacy, U.S. Department of Justice, (to be confirmed)

Comments by delegations


	3:30 p.m. – 4:20 p.m.
	Dialogue of delegations


	4:20 p.m. – 4:55 p.m.
	Report of the Rapporteur of the meeting and final comments

	4:55 p.m. –5:00 p.m.
	Closing session


ANNOTATED AGENDA
In fulfillment of the mandates assigned by the General Assembly in resolution AG/RES. 2057 (XXXIV-O/04), the Permanent Council will hold a special meeting to study the topic “Access to Public Information:  Strengthening Democracy” from the perspective of democratic governance, human rights, and practices and experiences in this area that promote, inter alia, the fight against corruption, with the collaboration of the Rapporteur for Freedom of Expression of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the Unit for the Promotion of Democracy.
Panel I:  Access to public information and democratic governance
To ensure that priority attention is accorded on the hemispheric agenda of the OAS member states to democratic governance and the fight against corruption.  The two topics received special attention at the two most recent regular sessions of the OAS General Assembly (the thirty-third regular session, Santiago, Chile, 2003 and the thirty-fourth regular session, Quito, Ecuador, 2004).  The declarations and resolutions on these topics adopted by the member states include the Declaration of Santiago on Democracy and Public Trust:  A New Commitment to Good Governance for the Americas”; resolution AG/RES. 1960 (XXXIII-O/03), “Program for Democratic Governance in the Americas”
/; the Plan of Action of the Third Summit of the Americas; the Inter-American Convention against Corruption; and the Declaration of Nuevo León of the Special Summit of the Americas.
/  The mandates contained in these instruments affirm the need to support initiatives that facilitate greater transparency in government activities by strengthening a culture of transparency and more efficient public administration.
Article 4 of the Inter-American Democratic Charter provides: “Transparency in government activities, probity, responsible public administration on the part of governments, respect for social rights, and freedom of expression and of the press are essential components of the exercise of democracy.”  Therefore, access to public information promotes democratic governance because it facilitates citizen participation in public decision-making processes (enhances scrutiny of public administration), and efficiency in public service and resource management, transparency in public administration, and accountability of public officials (including better response to the needs of the public), thereby preventing concentration of power and phenomena such as corruption.
On this panel, speakers will be able to examine from diverse perspectives the topic of access to public information and its two-way relationship with democratic governance (e.g., how does access to public information make it possible to counteract factors undermining democratic governance, such as the lack of a culture of accountability?).  To that end, the speakers will focus on examining the role of the principal players (e.g., parliamentary oversight, corporate ethics) and mechanisms (e.g., information portals) that provide broad access to public information in a democratic system.  The speakers will also consider how access to public information contributes to or facilitates, inter alia, citizen participation in decision-making and oversight of government, transparency, probity, social inclusion, and accountability and, therefore, democratic governance.  The speakers will also address the importance of democratic culture in consolidating respect for and the exercise of access to public information, the challenges posed by limited access to information in consolidating democracy, and make specific suggestions for its improvement.
Panel II:  Access to public information:  Respecting and promoting respect for everyone’s access to public information:  adopting the necessary legislative or other types of provisions to ensure its recognition and effective application
Access to public information is fully recognized in the inter-American system as a correlative of the right to freedom of expression.  The American Convention on Human Rights, the Plan of Action of the Third Summit of the Americas, the Declaration of Nuevo León, and the Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression of the IACHR recognize the importance of access to public information and the obligation of states to provide a right of access.  Several of these instruments consider access to information as a necessary condition in the fight against corruption.
Article 13 of the American Convention on Human Rights provides that the right to freedom of thought and expression “includes freedom to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas … regardless of frontiers” by any means of transmission.  In that connection, the Plan of Action of the Third Summit of the Americas indicates that “[Governments will] [e]nsure that national legislation relating to freedom of expression is applied equitably to all, respecting freedom of expression and access to information of all citizens...”  For its part, the Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression of the IACHR provides that “[a]ccess to information held by the state is a fundamental right of every individual.  States have the obligation to guarantee the full exercise of this right. This principle allows only exceptional limitations that must be previously established by law in case of a real and imminent danger that threatens national security in democratic societies.”
On this panel, specialists from the Hemisphere will be able to compare experiences and contribute ideas regarding the usefulness of laws to enhance transparency in public administration and in combating corruption, and regarding the difficulties of drafting regulations thereto and of implementing such regulations.  They will also be able to discuss exceptional cases of limits on access to public information without distorting the principle of publicity of information and possible design of indicators that may be useful in evaluating the exercise of access to information of the states.
Panel III:  Practices and experiences in the area of public information
The annual report of the IACHR 2003, in its chapter on access to information in the Hemisphere, makes a general inventory of different specific practices and experiences of access to information.
/  In particular, the study acknowledges the importance of education as a strategy to promote a culture of access to information making it possible to optimize the impact of experiences of access to information gained by government agencies, civil society organizations, and other entities.

On this panel, speakers will be able to present specific practices and experiences in this area employed by different institutions or institutional alliances to promote access to information by the citizenry and the state.  Special attention will be paid to experiences utilizing information and communication technologies (ICTs) to facilitate access to information (e.g., electronic government).  Case studies to be considered include “transparency nodes,” legislative public information portals, citizen observatories, training programs, and state commissions.
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In resolution AG/RES. 1960 (XXXIII-O/03), the OAS General Assembly instructed the Permanent Council to prepare, with support from the UPD, a “Program for Democratic Governance in the Americas.”  This is now under way.


The Plan of Action of the Third Summit of the Americas, the Inter-American Convention against Corruption, and the Declaration of Nuevo León of the Special Summit of the Americas recognize that corruption erodes basic democratic values and constitutes a threat to political stability and economic growth, and that it undermines public institutions.


See the Annual Report of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 2003, Vol. III, Chapter IV:  “Report on Access to Information in the Hemisphere” (www.cidh.org).
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