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I would like to begin by stressing very clearly the importance and gravity of the situation that this Committee is concerned about.  In my opinion, security issues have become the principal threat to the stability, consolidation of democracy, and development prospects for our region.  We therefore need to move swiftly and firmly to counter that risk.

According to the World Health Organization’s World Report on Violence, Latin America and the Caribbean is the second most violent region on Earth–surpassed only by Sub-Saharan Africa–with a homicide rate of 22.9 per 100,000 inhabitants, twice the world average.  And some of our countries have the highest rates in the world.

In general, violence and insecurity pervade the whole of our society and greatly undermine the quality of life our citizens can enjoy, because they are intimidated and harassed by the constant threat of being victimized.  However, most of the victims are to be found in the poorest and socially excluded segments of society and among the socially disadvantaged.
A diagnostic assessment carried out by the IDB shows that between one quarter and one half of all women in Latin America are victims of rape and domestic violence, depending on how those terms are defined.
Young people–particularly males–from the poorest social strata are the most active members of gangs.  But a much less well known fact is that they are also the principal victims of violence.  The high number of overall homicides in the region is much less than the number among youths aged between 15 and 29 (83.2 per 100,000).  For young people in middle and low social strata, the rate is even higher, with over 100 cases per 100,000 inhabitants.
Insecurity is rampant in households in the form of intra-family violence, affecting women and children, as well as in schools where it affects both young people and teachers.  A study carried out in one South American member State shows that 45 percent of students are unable to concentrate because of the violence surrounding them and 31 percent have lost interest in attending school for that reason.  Half of the students covered by a 2003 study in another member State said they had been robbed at school in the previous 12 months and half of the boys and girls interviewed during a study carried out in a Caribbean member State mentioned that they underwent violence, aggression, and punishment at school.

In addition to interpersonal violence and common crimes, most countries in the region are also plagued by organized crime related to trafficking in drugs, arms, and persons. These types of crime have taken on such huge dimensions that in some countries there are even zones considered to be “areas of impunity,” where they can be perpetrated without fear of law enforcement.

Delegates: We have to admit that we are confronted with an acute and rapidly developing problem, whose dimensions and manifestations are still incalculable and unforeseeable.

Several reasons (including lack of resources, inequality of income, and weaknesses in police forces) contribute to a growing inability to address the problem of security.  One result is an unwanted trend towards the privatization of security.  The legal principle whereby military and police institutions have a monopoly on the legitimate use of force is being questioned in some of our societies.  Private security personnel are more numerous than, and in some cases are double the number of government law enforcement personnel. 

This state of affairs is having a direct impact on the fundamental conditions needed for the region’s economic development. The Inter-American Development Bank estimates that, including the value of stolen property, crime costs approximately US$16.8 billion a year, or 15 percent of Latin America’s GDP. This estimate includes the impact of crime not only on the security of people and property, but also on productivity, investment, employment, and consumption. And that is not its only economic impact, because already national and foreign investors are beginning to shy away from the region due to the climate of insecurity they perceive for their physical assets and for their own personal safety and that of their employees. 

Not only the economy is affected. We all know–and can no longer ignore–the fact that the very integrity of the State and of democratic institutions in our region is being severely jeopardized by the extent, power, and influence of crime. The fact is: there are already urban districts and entire regions within countries in Latin America and the Caribbean in which the institutional presence of the State is being ousted by the de facto power of criminal groups.

This cannot continue.  We must do something about it and start doing so now, before it is too late and we are definitively overwhelmed. Confronting increasing violence and crime is a challenge and one that we are obliged to take on by pursuing appropriate and efficient polices that are properly coordinated among all our countries, because all of us, without exception, are suffering or beginning to suffer the consequences of this scourge. 

We now have an opportunity to test the mettle and mechanisms of our solidarity and our collective strength in the face of common threats.

However, to achieve that goal, first we must admit that we are not getting it right. That in most of our countries the typical institutional response suffers from a lack of coordination and from the nonexistence of shared, interconnected and compatible records, as well as from competition among certain agencies.  There is also an evident lack of information systems for tying in police work with that of the justice and penitentiary systems, and there are no signs of a common strategy for prioritization and focusing on actions related to what are considered to be particularly worrisome threats.

We also need to admit that, despite achievements so far, the inter-American system is still bereft, as far as public security is concerned, of genuinely effective instruments for dealing, in a coordinated fashion, with today’s multidimensional threats. 

Obviously, I cannot help feeling satisfaction at the work accomplished by hemispheric bodies responsible for coordinating specific and targeted areas, and I congratulate the Inter-American Convention against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives, and Other Related Materials (CIFTA), the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD), the Hemispheric Plan against Transnational Organized Crime, the Meeting of Ministers of Justice or of Ministers or Attorneys General of the Americas (REMJA), and the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM).
Nevertheless, by their very nature, those forums or instruments must restrict their attention to partial issues. They are not meant to be mechanisms for the discussion of global public security polices that nowadays we are obliged to carry on and coordinate. Our pressing needs in this field are demanding a permanent forum for discussion and hemispheric agreements that will allow us to delve into the deepest roots of the global phenomenon and lead us to areas of consensus and coordinated actions to deal with it.
The Inter-American Coalition for the Prevention of Violence, for which the OAS is currently acting as the Secretariat, can and must play an important part  in that respect. On behalf of the General Secretariat, I undertake to foster coordination of the efforts already under way by the Inter-American Development Bank, the Pan American Health Organization, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the United State Agency for International Development, the World Bank, and ourselves, as well as formal extension of this coordination to other agencies, such as the United Nations Development Programme, the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (HABITAT) and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime.

Acting together, within the Coalition, we will undoubtedly achieve greater efficiency, flexibility, and coordination in the design and execution of programs for dealing with the security and public health problems derived from the violence and crime in our Hemisphere. 

However, we need to do even more to ensure that our efforts are coordinated. The complexity, gravity, and urgency of the situation make it essential to achieve ongoing coordination, at the highest level, of the efforts of those responsible for law enforcement in our region. For that I would like to propose that the American States consider holding periodic meetings of the Ministers of Public Security of the Americas, or equivalent ministries, with the first such meeting to take place no later than in the second half of next year.

That meeting, which would be held every two years, should constitute the technical and political framework for the Hemisphere in all public security-related matters and coordinate actions in the spheres of information, communication, technology, and any others needed to achieve success in our collective task of fighting crime and violence in our region. 

The Meeting of Ministers of Public Security, or their equivalents, should, furthermore, be the main channel for horizontal transfers of successful experiences; for promoting improvements in the quality of information on security matters, by establishing a shared set of indicators; for developing communication strategies that provide real insight into the current state of affairs; and for promoting efforts to update legislation, to update organizational structures, and to achieve the participation in all these efforts of civil society and private enterprise.

Our minimum objective for the first time this Meeting is held should be to reach agreements that lead to the preparation of a long-term plan that commits the institutions and states of the inter-American system to a process of updating laws and developing public policies and information systems.

At the same time, I believe that the gravity of the issue and the need to come to that First Meeting armed with concrete proposals that guide the debate and facilitate agreements and practical decisions will force us to hold preparatory meetings on particular themes, with the participation of specialists in the areas of most concern. Here and now, I commit to providing the resources of the General Secretariat for organizing those meetings which, in my opinion, should begin very shortly, in the remaining months of this year.
I likewise undertake to present to the First Ministerial Meeting a Report on the Status of Public Security in the Region, which will take a frank look at the issues that most concern us as States and as citizens. They will include, just to mention a few, street violence, domestic violence, gangs, violence and the media, as well as other equally pressing concerns at the present time. Furthermore, in order to guarantee the high quality and effectiveness of the meeting, I undertake to persuade the highest-level experts in the world to participate and to achieve the active participation of civil society.
I invoke the solidarity and recognized commitment of our states and of their distinguished representatives on this Committee to ensure that the complexities of a meeting of this degree of importance and relevance are handled in such a way that it can effectively take place in the time proposed.
I am sure that, if that comes about, we will have established the instrument needed to move decisively forward and overcome the crisis that besets us today, striving to achieve the security, tranquility, and well-being that all citizens of the Americas need and deserve.
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