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Thank you Mr. Chairman, Ambassador Jorge Valero,

Ambassador Marta Altolaguirre, Vice Minister, Foreign Affairs, Government of Guatemala,

Ambassador Lisa Shoman, Distinguished Permanent Representative of Belize,

Distinguished Permanent Representatives,

Distinguished Permanent Observers,

Distinguished presenters,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

At the outset of this meeting allow me to congratulate you, Mr. Chairman, for convening this Special Session on the very important topic of “Migration and Development”. A topic which undoubtedly because of its complexity and cross-border nature will require, among other efforts, a multilateral approach in finding the appropriate solutions.

I also congratulate the Permanent Mission of Belize and in particular the efforts of Ambassador Lisa Shoman for her leadership in promoting the holding of a Special Session of the Permanent Council on “Migration and Development: An Integral Approach to managing migration in the Americas”.

I am pleased to open this Session, in which we have the honor hearing a special presentation from the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs from Guatemala, Ambassador Marta Altolaguirre, as well as the expert contribution of the International Organization for Migration; and our own experts from the different areas of the Secretariat.

This Special Session as many of you are aware is in compliance with Resolution 2248 on “Migrant Populations and Migration Flows in the Americas,” which was adopted by the 36th Regular General Assembly on June 6, 2006 in the Dominican Republic. 

Member States of the OAS agreed to make it a priority to “consider, analyze, and discuss human migration flows, their impact on the member states, and their relation to the human rights of migrant workers and their families, with the participation of all stakeholders.”  

We are here to discuss the intersection of migration and development, and the importance of and the need for cooperation among member states in order to manage migratory flows in a holistic and balanced manner, which takes into account both the challenges and positive aspects of migration.

Migration is an old phenomenon and scholars have been divided in their analysis of how long migration has existed; some track migratory flows as far back as 20,000 years ago and those who sustain a shorter timeline about 14,000-16,000 years ago. 

While there is no consensus among scholars on a uniform Pan-American migration model, for today’s discussion it suffices to conclude that the movement of people is an old process and that it has been almost a natural element of human life.

Historically, migratory trends in the Americas have varied from voluntary and economic to forced migration due to internal war, natural disasters and civil strife.  In particular both economic and voluntary migration has been a unique feature of many subregions of Western hemisphere. Even before the independence of most of the region’s territories after the Second World War, people from the Caribbean and Latin America were migrating in large numbers in search of work, and a better life for themselves and their families.

During the 1980’s migratory flows were primarily due to forced migration of large portions of populations as a result of violent conflicts and political conditions which placed people’s lives at risk.  This trend continued until through peace processes, the environment in the region improved and a number of refugees and displaced peoples began returning to their homelands.  

In the last two years, the international community has engaged in a number of a high-level dialogues aimed at furthering concerted action on migration.  The results have been interesting and we will be hearing a summary report on the recommendations resulting from these meetings later this morning from the representative of the IOM.

Migration, both intra-regional and extra-regional, is by its nature transfrontier and thus requires governments to take a fresh multidimensional and cooperative approach to managing the mobility of persons.  

It also requires developing policies that  recognize the cross-cutting nature of migration in order to maintain an effective balance in policy implementation.  

And it requires a better understanding of national migration laws, and the need to support those countries who do not have comprehensive migration policies or the mechanisms to develop them. Many in our societies consider the opportunity to be able to move freely from one place to another as a fundamental right, as an expression of freedom of choice in deciding where to settle and establish a prosperous life. The fundamental question is then how do we organize ourselves to accomodate this “urge” for a better life through migration.

It is important to note that the increasing movement of people and the mixing of people have produced positive outcomes, including the influx of new ideas and initiative, the transfer of technology and skills, cultural diversity, employment generation and overall improvement in the quality of lives.  The positive economic impact of remittances in the receiving country is a known factor.  It is interesting to note that while development assistance decreased since 2005, remittances are increasingly becoming a substantive source for development financing in many countries.

Certainly, the topic of migration has become a priority in the socio-political agenda of the Americas and is a central theme in various bilateral relations especially between neighboring countries.  In recent times tensions surrounding migration have increased and will likely continue to increase due to different factors and circumstances of the originating and receiving countries. Addressing such tensions is vital to sustainable economic and social development; and important to maintaining regional governance in the hemisphere, as well as to mitigate social conflict in society.

In a Region which seeks further integration and, whose geographic proximity and close historical and cultural ties provide for a better understanding of the root causes of tensions arising from transnational movement, it is clear that we have the capacity and  political will to develop instruments, policies and mechanisms which can address both the challenges and opportunities that migration presents for the Hemisphere. As there are burdens accompanying migration, there are also gains from the movement of people. Many countries in this hemisphere have benefitted tremendously from the influx of people from other parts of the world and the created wealth and the anticipation of the same continues to attract many others.

The International Organization on Migration recently called upon the international community to recognize the significant economic, social and cultural contributions made by migrant communities to a host country and has suggested this can be done by ensuring a more balanced and accurate information and reporting on the positive impact of migration.  
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The Organization of American States is fully supportive of this approach, and hopes to lead the way on future initiatives that promote collective action on developing an integral approach to migration management. To do so, we must continue building institutional capacity in the OAS on this topic and find ways to intensify collaboration with international partners like International Organization on Migration (IOM), the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), think tanks, academia and civil society at large.

In closing Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Permanent Representatives, I believe the time is ripe to work towards a comprehensive, integrated and long-term hemispheric plan aimed at promoting the beneficial effects of international migration that includes not only the protection of the rights of migrants, but also the management of migration in a law-respecting and constructive manner through cooperative arrangements, involving both government authorities and civil society organizations. 

The General Secretariat looks forward to the results of this Special Session and stands ready to collaborate with the member states in their efforts to address both the positive and negative aspects of migration related issues. I wish you a fruitful meeting and I look with much interest to the debate on this important topic and I thank you for your attenion.
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