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“Ours is a Hemisphere of contrasts, in which prosperity co-exists with dire poverty.” With these words in his address on assuming the office of Secretary General of the Organization, Mr. José Miguel Insulza remarked on the contrast in our region between educational institutions, health services, and housing on a par with those in the most developed countries in the world, on one hand, and the fact that great numbers of our citizens still struggle in poverty, illiteracy, unemployment, malnutrition, and poor sanitary conditions, on the other. Latin America, he warned us, “has the highest inequity index in the world, even by comparison to regions with less social development and higher rates of poverty.”

The Declaration on Security in the Americas of 2003, on recognizing the multidimensional nature of security, echoes a new hemispheric approach, according to which the security of the countries and the region depends less on external or traditional threats, as on the existence of favorable conditions for human development.
In this connection, the inescapable and urgent challenge of combating extreme poverty, inequity, and social exclusion looms before us not only because they have become an ethical problem that we desperately need to solve as there are now 213 million people in the Americas living on less than two dollars a day, but also because they constitute a potential threat to the stability of our countries.

With so many variables involved in poverty, it is clear that it has become an increasingly complex phenomenon.  Its causes lie in political, economic, and social processes, and, more recently, even environmental phenomena, which recognize no borders.

While there is no “single formula” by which to make sense of the immense human drama of poverty, the evidence offers solutions that however partial and gradual, imperfect and tentative, are not for that less real.  I will mention here three answers, which were set out the President of the Republic of Costa Rica, Dr. Oscar Arias Sanchez, Nobel Peace Laureate, on his visit to this building on December 5 last.  They are free trade, investment in education, and reduction of military spending.

In promoting economic growth over all other forms of organizing world output, the world today recognizes, as did the classical economists, the importance of open and competitive markets for the generation of wealth, employment, and well-being.  The market is the mechanism that allows us to experiment, discover, and imitate new and more efficient ways of making things, as well as new solutions for old and new problems alike.
Our region needs to open up its markets, integrate them more quickly with one another, and also open up opportunities beyond our Hemisphere.  Only then will we attain faster rates and more prolonged periods of growth, as well as the capacity to generate sufficient jobs and reduce the poverty that strikes millions of Latin American families. 

As President Arias Sanchez said, if we do not the dilemma that we face as developing countries is as harsh as it is simple: “unless we manage to export more goods and services, we will end up exporting more and more people.”
In all of this, we understand free trade to mean just that: “free” for all countries and without anti-competitive practices that benefit few while compromising our ideals.

The second pillar for combating poverty, inequity, and social exclusion as a means of strengthening hemispheric security, is education.  While globalization and the opening up of trade promise extraordinary opportunities for the poorest countries, the offer of opportunities is not, however, the same as having certainties.  For globalization to be a force for the good of developing countries it is essential that they carry out a series of urgent tasks, the most important of which is to invest in human development and, in particular, in education.

In Latin America, one in three adolescents does not go to high school.  That is not only an offence against our values, but also a crude testimony to the lack of sensible economic forward planning in our countries.  Today, more than ever, we need to understand that the failures in education of the present are the failures in the economy of the future.

Therefore, strengthening and increasing human capital is a vitally important challenge for the region.  On one occasion, at the end of 1998, His Holiness, Pope John Paul II said that to tackle poverty our efforts should be founded on the productive capacities of the poor, and my country considers that this is the core vision that we should adopt in the formation of human capital.  Clearly it is not simply a case of protecting the persons that benefit least from the market as some have mistakenly believed.  No.  In truth, it is a matter of providing market access to the poor; of fomenting equality of opportunities for all.
Solving the shortcomings of education systems in developing countries almost always requires more funds and, naturally, political will and a serious commitment in fixing public spending priorities.  This brings me to the third pillar proposed by President Arias Sanchez:  reduction of military spending.

It makes no sense for the most underdeveloped countries to continue to equip their troops and purchase tanks, ammunition, and warplanes, supposedly to protect their citizenry, while entire populations languish in hunger and ignorance.  The enemies of our peoples definitely are poverty, inequity, and social exclusion, and it is against them, I repeat, against them, that our wars should be waged.

In that connection, in his address to the Permanent Council, President Arias Sanchez said: 

“In 2005, Latin American countries spent almost US$24 billion on weapons and troops, an amount that represents an increase in real terms of 25% over the last decade and a significant rise over the last year.  Latin America has started a new arms race even though it has never been more democratic and has seen virtually no military conflicts between countries for a century.”

Hence the proposal of President Arias Sanchez to invite the countries to become part of the “Consensus of Costa Rica” in the near future. With the Consensus of Costa Rica we aim to create mechanisms to forgive debt and provide support with international financial resources for developing countries that invest more in education, health, and housing for their people, and less on weapons and soldiers.  It is time for the international financial community to reward not only those that keep their spending in order, as it has until now, but also those that spend with ethical responsibility.

Costa Rica has also proposed, in the framework of the United Nations, that we adopt as soon as possible a treaty on the arms trade that prohibits countries from transferring arms to States, groups, or individuals, if there is sufficient reason to believe that those arms will be used to violate human rights or international law. 

With great enthusiasm, I would like to inform you that the United Nations General Assembly decided, by an overwhelming majority, to create a working group which has a year to make the pertinent recommendations to initiate the preparations for such an international treaty.  That is but a small victory.

Meanwhile, in the framework of this Organization, the Secretary General, Mr. José Miguel Insulza called on the inter-American community to give serious consideration to this proposal and the European Parliament has already given it its firm backing.  There is a long road ahead for this initiative and the support of the member states of this forum will be essential to make it a reality, seeing that–as Article 2 of the Charter of the Organization of American States says–one of the essential purposes of this Organization is, precisely, to achieve an effective limitation of conventional weapons that will make it possible to devote the largest amount of resources to the economic and social development of our peoples.

This means that the treaty that Costa Rica has proposed, together with the policy that it has suggested, are not simply an invitation, but a confirmation of the basic principles to which our Hemisphere has adhered since the founding of this noble Organization.

Mr. Secretary General

Distinguished representatives, 

Special guests, 

Ladies and gentlemen:  

On September 11, 2001, the very day on which the tragic events that occurred in the United States shook the world, this Organization adopted the Inter-American Democratic Charter.  In doing so, the OAS member states agreed and were convinced that the greatest guarantee of security for the inhabitants of the Hemisphere and the best way of defending our nations is to consolidate democracies throughout the world.  However, little more than five years since that day, world military spending has gone up by approximately US$200 billion.  There is not a shred of evidence to suggest that this colossal increase has brought the world greater security and increased enjoyment of human rights.  On the contrary, we feel increasingly vulnerable and fragile.

The threat, obviously, does not reside outside our borders, but within them.  That is why President Arias Sanchez said, “It is essential to tackle poverty because wherever it proliferates it carries the seed of violence, populism, and authoritarianism.”

We must show the critics of our destiny that the most acute challenges for our societies can be resolved with a strategy which, as I mentioned, is founded on three pillars:

· Linkage to economic growth, driven by competitive, open, and free markets regulated by a transparent and well enforced legal system;

· A commitment to the common good, education, and investment in human capital, which translates into solidary policies able to empower persons and strengthen their skills, and also to provide support to those who–for various reasons–are afflicted by underdevelopment and poverty;
· A determined effort to cut military spending, so as to be able to redirect those resources in order to build up human capital and create opportunities for our families.
Why tractors without violins?  This was the question put to us several decades ago by the former president of Costa Rica, José Figueres Ferrer, while ordering the priorities by which life in our nation should be governed.  Why, for that matter, weapons or tanks, warships or planes, missiles and combat trophies, when from one day to the next millions of households in our Hemisphere do not even have enough to buy a piece of bread to stave off hunger?  As President Arias Sanchez has mentioned, there is obviously a fundamental contradiction in our nations, when part of the population, especially particularly vulnerable sectors such as our children, women, and elderly persons; persons with disabilities; and indigenous people lack the possibility of obtaining the most basic means for survival.

We must look for the answers to these and other challenges in democracy and with democracy.  Today, as ever, democracy is the undisputed road to find solutions–as the only legitimate way to consensus, dialogue, and participation–to all the urgent needs and difficulties with which our peoples must contend on a daily basis.

Thank you.
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