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ADDRESS BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED MEXICAN STATES, FELIPE CALDERÓN, AT THE INAUGURAL SESSION OF THE FIRST MEETING OF MINISTERS RESPONSIBLE FOR PUBLIC SECURITY IN THE AMERICAS.

A very good morning to you all. 

Esteemed Dr. José Miguel Insulza, Secretary General of the Organization of American States.

Thank you very much for visiting Mexico, which does us great honor; thank you, also, for your words.

Distinguished ministers and secretaries of public security.

Distinguished attorneys general of the Americas.

Dear friends.

Any nation that aspires toward development must ensure its society a climate of freedoms and public security; that is the primordial obligation of the State.

I am therefore very pleased to be with you at this First Meeting of Ministers of Public Security of the Americas, because it honors Mexico to host such an important event – one that, I am sure, will be of significance to our societies in enabling them to progress toward the development of a climate of peace and order. 

I extend an affectionate greeting to the officials and members of the security forces of 34 member countries of the Organization of American States who are with us here today. 

For the Americas – and, most particularly, for Latin America and the Caribbean – the preservation of public security is perhaps the greatest challenge.

First of all, the murder rate in the region is one of the highest in the world, if not actually the highest. 

Notwithstanding the conclusions and studies that His Excellency Miguel Insulza will later present to this meeting, the OAS states that whereas the global average is five murders per 100,000 inhabitants, in Latin America we have a murder rate of 27 per 100,000. 

In second place, crime rates in our region have risen significantly over the past decade.

The most recent Latinobarómetro survey indicates that while 29 percent of Latin Americans had been victims of a crime in 1995, by 2007 that percentage had risen to 38 percent. The same survey states that 73 percent of Latin Americans are afraid of falling victim to violent crime. 

Third, the violence with which common criminals and organized crime operate has also increased, wounding our societies with crimes such as kidnapping. 

A recent estimate by the United Nations and the World Bank indicates that although this part of the world accounts for only eight percent of its population, 75 percent of all kidnappings take place in the region.

Fourth, not only does insecurity scare off and hamper investments, it also has a negative impact on productivity, employment, consumption, and, of course, investor confidence, which leads to a restriction of our nations’ capacities, economic expansion, and creation of jobs. And that must be seen in conjunction with the social cost of fear and insecurity. 

The Inter-American Development Bank estimates that insecurity costs Latin America the equivalent of 15 percent of its Gross Domestic Product each year, which has a negative impact on our potential for development of our nations, which still suffer from the cruel effects of poverty, ignorance, and marginalization.

I believe that if we wish to construct a prosperous continent, from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego, we must tackle the problem of crime in a comprehensive and coordinated fashion. 

The nations of the Hemisphere must combine their efforts to improve the tools we have for fighting transnational organized crime.

It is therefore highly positive that this ministerial meeting is going to address topics such as strengthening and improving security agencies, crime prevention, and international cooperation.

In connection with that, I insist that our common efforts will only be able to bear the expected fruits if we act in a coordinated way, involving all the region’s countries, if we can simultaneously attack not only drug trafficking but also the market for drugs as a whole – in other words, attacking demand, as we are doing in Mexico. But it is also essential that we attack consumption and demand in the world’s biggest market, which is located here in the Americas.

International cooperation is, for that same reason, an integral part of the National Security Strategy that we have implemented in Mexico, which is based around five major axes: 

One. Joint operations, with which we are directly combating the threat of criminal gangs, in those regions with the highest levels of crime and where they were attempting to impose their power and their law. 

We have spared no efforts or resources in supporting Mexico’s local governments, using the power of the State, including the armed forces and the federal police, to restore security.

Two. Our Strategy to Dismantle the Operational and Financial Networks of Organized Crime. Not only are we capturing the leaders of the most dangerous gangs; we have also dealt heavy blows to their economic structures, thus curtailing their power. 

Over the past year, among other achievements, Mexico made the largest single-operation seizure of cocaine on record: almost 25 tons in a single shipment. It also made the largest seizure of cash on record: 205 million dollars in cash, in a single operation.

Three. The “Let’s Clean Mexico” strategy, a preventive effort through which we seek to rescue and protect our children’s schools.

The “Safe School” program works to involve parents, teachers, and local authorities, to ensure that not only our schools are safe and free of drugs and violence, but also the communities to which those schools belong.

The goal is to reclaim public spaces currently controlled by criminals and, consequently, we are cleaning and improving them, installing sports facilities and parks for recreational use, and handing those areas over to organized citizen groups.

And, finally, we are also making an unprecedented effort in preventing and treating addictions among young people and adolescents.

The fourth point of the strategy. Strengthening and cleaning up our police forces. A Mexican politician, since deceased, once said that when combating corruption, you must not forget that staircases are best swept from the top down.

And we are working on clearing up all the country’s police forces and prosecution agencies, beginning at the federal level, and we want to continue at the state and municipal levels, because we are fully aware that without reliable and committed police officers, the fight for security will not bear fruit.

We are therefore assessing our police forces and public prosecution services through continuous examinations of their reliability, beginning at the highest echelons, to keep them from being co-opted by criminal organizations.

We know that the fight against crime can only be won with police officers and prosecutors of proven honesty, better equipped, and with higher levels of training.

Five. International cooperation, since organized crime networks know no borders and pose a common threat to all countries.

We must strengthen our cooperation tools and mechanisms because transnational organized crime is a problem that also demands international solutions.

I would like to share a series of thoughts with you regarding this last point. 

Mexico has worked for dialogue with governments and international agencies in order establish a common front against organized crossborder crime.

In Latin America, cooperation mechanisms and institutional ties have been strengthened.

Fortunately, the Mérida Initiative was approved, and with that we have taken a major step forward in combating transnational crimes on the basis of joint responsibility, respect for sovereignty, and mutual confidence.

We will have to step up our pace so that the available resources – which will translate into better information and intelligence, better weaponry, and better mechanisms for controlling crime – can be used as soon as possible, because crime doesn’t wait for bureaucratic procedures.

For Mexico, the time has come for the Mérida Initiative to open up a new phase in the war against transnational organized crime.

Criminals now have more resources and more powerful arsenals, with which they have stepped up their cruel actions and violence against society.

It is important for initiatives like this to be taken to the hemispheric level, because the problem of common and organized crime is a hemispheric one.

I therefore once again call on the United States so that, together with Mexico and other countries of Latin America, particularly in this region, we can halt the flows of weapons and money that have enabled criminals to pursue a logic of violence with a high impact on our society.

Also, in the space of one year and ten months, the federal government that I head has seized more than 15,000 weapons, ranging from handguns to missile-launchers, and almost 1,800 hand grenades.

No country that shares the resolved commitment toward fighting transnational organized crime can remain on the sidelines in the fight against illicit trafficking in firearms and money.

We have also made progress in our cooperation with the nations of Central and South America. In April of last year, we agreed to create a mechanism for dialogue and a regional strategy against transnational organized crime with the member countries of the Central American Integration System, SICA.

Its aim is to establish early-warning protocols that will enable us to tackle crime effectively and to promote exchanges of information on security issues affecting the region. In addition, at the Regional Summit on the Global Drugs Problem, Security, and Cooperation, held last August in Cartagena, Colombia, our nations agreed to strengthen their efforts against drug trafficking. 

I reiterate Mexico’s offer to strengthen exchanges of information with the nations of Latin America for fighting the drugs trade and crime. Information is power. And I am certain that wars, including this one, are won with information, with intelligence, and with technology.

I said it in Cartagena and I repeat it now: the nations of Latin America must construct a regional database on crime, on criminals, on the ways they operate, and, above all, on the networks and operational and financial ties that interconnect them beyond our borders.

My administration has designed and launched a computer system for data-gathering and processing, called the Single Criminal Information System, which is based on a platform of logistics and computer technology, called the Mexico Platform, which will provide all the country’s police forces, at the federal, state, and municipal levels, with access to substantive information and, at the same time, will enable them to submit substantive information about criminal activities, in order to generate police intelligence.

Today, my government offers the model of the Mexico Platform in order to progress toward a model for exchanges of information that could well cover the entire hemisphere; exchanges of information of use to the entire region, a task on which we have already been working with some of our sister nations in Central America and the Caribbean.

If our aim is to combat international organized crime with intelligence, information, and effectiveness, it is urgent that we combine our efforts to improve our tools and our capacity for cooperation.

Ladies and gentlemen,

The Americas stand at a historical juncture. On the decisions we adopt today will depend our future victory over the threat posed by common criminals and transnational organized crime, which truly pose a barrier to our nations’ aspirations of progress and to the viability of our democracies.

Criminality and organized crime are international phenomena that we can only resolve through cooperation among nations. They are international problems that only an international strategy can resolve.

I therefore respectfully call on the nations of the Americas to close ranks in a common front against crime, to ensure we are able to reduce the potential for crime – not only by reducing drug supplies, but also by reducing consumption and reducing the profitability of their markets.

For that reason it is important that we establish comprehensive strategies that cover the entire length and breadth of the continent: strategies that multiply the operational capacities of our countries for combating crime, that also increase the institutional strength and reliability of our police forces and justice systems, and, of course, a comprehensive strategy for curtailing the availability of drugs and preventing their use by young people and adolescents.

At the same time, we also require much better tools for fighting criminals on the financial and operational fronts. I urge you all to strengthen interministerial cooperation, because only by doing so will we establish the commitments among nations that are so urgent.

That collaboration must not be limited to areas such as exchanges of information, opinions, and experiences; it must also cover professionalizing and cleaning up police forces and prosecution services, as well as the development of comprehensive policies to prevent and combat crime. 

Only by working together will we be able to ensure security for our societies and construct a more prosperous Hemisphere that advances along the path of freedom and the path of legality, which is the only way in which the nations of the world can prosper. 

And now, if you permit, I would like you to join me in solemnly declaring this meeting inaugurated.

Today, at 9:40 am on Tuesday, October 7, 2008, I have the pleasure of formally opening the First Meeting of Ministers Responsible for Public Security in the Americas, and wish you all not only every success in this meeting, which will serve to benefit the peoples of the Americas, but also a pleasant stay in our country.

Welcome, and congratulations.
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