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Mr. Chairman Ambassador Jorge Valero,

Distinguished Permanent Representatives,

Distinguished Permanent Observers,

Delegates,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

· Let me first start by welcoming to the house of the Americas our friends from the Inter American Development Bank, the Pan-American Health Organization and the Economic Commission on Latin America and the Caribbean. I do this also on behalf of Secretary General Jose Miguel Insulza.

· I believe that having the most relevant Inter American Institutions addressing this special meeting of the Working Group charged with preparing a draft Social Charter of the Americas and its Plan of Action is of great importance, particularly because the Member States have agreed that their deliberations would be significantly enriched by receiving the experience and inputs from International Organizations that could serve as guidance for the task of preparing the Social Charter.

· Having a Social Charter is particularly relevant at this juncture.  Report after report, study after study, show the social challenges faced by our hemisphere.  It has been said countless times that the main challenge that our countries face is that of extreme poverty, inequity and social injustice.

· More than the cold statistics we all know the harsh realities throughout; we see hunger, we see malnutrition, we see illiteracy, lack of health services, medicines, and on and on.  We see a hemisphere in which a major part of its population is poor.  We are talking about more that 200 million people trying to survive from one day to another.  At the same time we see a Latin America that has the worst income distribution in the world.  We see that about 10% of the population is unemployed and that such percentage is double among the youth.  We see that almost 3 million people are suffering from HIV/AIDS in our hemisphere.

· Obviously these are enormous challenges in which we, as member states and international organizations have important roles to play, both as policy makers or implementers.

· In this sense, the mission of the OAS cannot be one that only strives to offer the possibility for the peoples of this hemisphere to live in democracy but without addressing the issue of poverty.  There cannot be real democracy if there is no social and economic development.  Actually, as it is recognized by the Democratic Charter, these are interdependent and are mutually reinforcing. Advancing the cause of democracy, development and security demands a holistic approach.

· In this context the Social Charter and its Plan of Action are of great importance.  So far several countries and group of countries have submitted their views on the Social Charter and more are expected.  We are very pleased with this intensive engagement as it enriches the process immensely and demonstrates the interest, which exist in the Member States. At the same time it is also extremely important to benefit from the perspective of other institutions, such as the ones we have here today. 

· We thank you for being here and I am sure that your presentations and contributions will significantly enrich this process.

I thank you.
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