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His Excellency, the Hon. Steven Blackett, Minister of Community Development and Culture of Barbados; 

Distinguished Ministers; Heads and members of delegation; Esteemed representative of the OAS; Members of the diplomatic corps; Special guests:

On behalf of the Organization of American States and of Secretary General José Miguel Insulza and Assistant Secretary General Albert Ramdin, who will be joining us for the closing ceremony, I am both pleased and honored to participate at the opening session of this Fourth Inter-American Meeting of Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities in Barbados, a country whose history and heritage evinces the existence of extensive diversity in its rich and varied cultural roots, which include African, Amerindian, British, Portuguese, and Spanish elements. 

This meeting is of special import to the OAS, since this is the first time that an OAS culture ministerial has taken place in a country of the Caribbean, reinforcing the significance that the topic of culture, in its broadest sense, has for the countries of this important and diverse subregion. I thank the Government of Barbados for its leadership, for its excellent organization of this event, and for the warm welcome we have received from both the government and the people.

The modern concept of culture, as we know, embodies a set of values, shared traditions and expressions, and ways to communicate and exchange experiences that unite and identify a people and a community. In that sense, culture is what makes us unique, individual, and different; at the same time, however, the values, traditions, and shared expressions that it comprises are what unites us and allows there to be unity within diversity in the Hemisphere. 

Two years have elapsed since we last met at the Third Ministerial Meeting in Montreal. We doubtless agree that the statements that emerged from Montreal and the actions agreed on at that meeting remain valid, but since then, there have been important developments in the region and the world, which have had a great impact on how we live, on how we coexist, and on our future plans. Given the financial crisis currently facing our countries, along with countless other challenges – such as rising levels of crime and violence that are emerging, at least in part, as a consequence of the lack of opportunities and the deep social and economic disparities that affect our countries and our region, and especially our young people – it falls to us to explore effective, break-the-mold solutions that can expand the toolkit of policy responses used by our governments to address today’s challenging realities. 

The relative progress and prosperity that economic growth brought to our region for over two decades has been replaced of late by uncertainty in financial markets, reduced economic growth, fear of recession, unemployment, exclusion, and the risk that levels of poverty will once again tick upward. We know from experience that the brunt of these forces is likely to be suffered by those least able to weather the storm: the poor, the marginally employed, the socially excluded. 

On numerous occasions, the Heads of State and Government and the Ministers of Culture and Highest Authorities have underscored the importance of arts and culture as catalysts for integral growth, cohesion, and inclusion. In that context, the topic of this Fourth Ministerial Meeting – The Economy of Culture in the Americas: A Path to Sustainable Growth and Social Inclusion – could not be more pertinent at the present time. 

I am certain that our discussions will highlight the important role played by culture and its contribution to reestablishing balance and sustainable growth in the region, since, as we already know, creative industries offer an innovative, attractive, and economically promising avenue for generating consumer demand, fostering employment opportunities, promoting exports of goods and services, and creating synergies with other sectors of the economy and development. According to UNCTAD, “the creative industries account for 3.4 per cent of total world trade and an average annual growth rate of 8.7 per cent during 2000 – 2005.”
 

Distinguished Ministers and Heads of Delegation: this meeting of Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities is part of a process taking place both within the culture sector and within the Summit of the Americas which, as you know, brings together the Heads of State and Government of our entire Hemisphere. They will be gathering together in Trinidad and Tobago in April of next year, and the central topic for their deliberations will be Human Prosperity. I am sure that you agree with me on the importance of culture in attaining that prosperity and on the need for development strategies, in order to be effective, to take culture into account, particularly its integrating and inclusive nature. 

In that context, young people play a key role and, in recognition of that, this past September, in Toronto, Canada, at the “Ignite the Americas” youth arts policy forum, 54 young artists and cultural leaders from over 30 OAS member states met for a week to discuss the role of arts and cultural expressions as mechanisms for addressing social and economic challenges in the region. They shared their grassroots experiences on how communities and young people have found a common vehicle to communicate, to express their ideas and feelings, to address social issues, and to create decent and appealing jobs. They also reiterated that arts, culture, and creative industries are effective mechanisms for engaging young people and for ensuring the economic and social progress of our Hemisphere's youth. I think it is important to remember that there are 150 million young people aged from 15 to 24 in the Americas, and that they face an unemployment rate of 16%, which is almost three times the unemployment rate among adults.

During our meeting we will have the opportunity to hear two of the leaders of Ignite the Americas talk about their viewpoints and recommendations and about how the creative economy can offer concrete opportunities for acquiring skills and creating decent jobs. 

In that regard, one issue that I know has been on the minds of many of you is how to facilitate the systematic and meaningful inclusion of culture and arts into educational curricula and capacity-building programs. I am certain that by identifying opportunities for strengthening ties between the cultural and educational sectors we would encourage an even greater understanding of their paradigms and experiences, which would then be sure to foster genuine collaboration. Through that collaboration we would be able to promote the development of skills with a direct impact on the job 
market, in sectors including the arts, handcrafts, entertainment, tourism, digital media, heritage conservation and management, as well as others. In addition, we would be cultivating creativity from an early age, which is an important component in finding solutions to social problems, encouraging innovation, and securing a deeper sense of identity and shared heritage.

Addressing these issues requires, on the one hand, the resolved political will of government policy-makers so they can recognize and insist on the importance of initiatives such as these when tackling difficult budgetary decisions. 

In addition, moving forward also requires firm commitments from civil society, the private sector, and national and international cooperation agencies to ensure the adequate planning and execution of strategic activities in response to the priorities set by the policy-makers.

Distinguished delegates: over the coming two days you will have an opportunity to discuss the strategies you have used in your countries to ensure that culture generates income and employment, promotes a fairer distribution of resources, and fosters development, cohesion, and social inclusion. 

The Inter-American system is predicated on the belief that we are stronger as a whole than just as the sum of our parts. This ministerial meeting is predicated on a conviction that by sharing policies and programs and designing joint activities, we can strengthen the ability of each member state to face its challenges. New-technology tools can help to deepen our collaboration, through permanent communications between the network of culture professionals that the OAS will be developing and promoting. 

Nevertheless, to support the concrete mandates for inter-American cultural cooperation resulting from this ministerial meeting, we must ensure that the necessary resources are available. 

This is an issue that needs to be addressed, chiefly at the national level, as governments and others consider how to marshal the resources to finance and incentivize culture and the arts. I am well aware that among you there are some governments that have made culture a priority and found strategies and partnerships to make your commitments a reality. We all look forward to hearing how you have succeeded in that endeavor.

In concluding, I would like to use this opportunity to acknowledge the work of the Inter-American Committee on Culture (CIC), and particularly of its officers, since the last Ministerial in Montreal, Canada, in 2006. The leadership provided by Canada as Chair, and by Brazil, Guatemala (2005–07), Colombia (elected in 2007 for a two-year period), Jamaica, and the United States as Vice Chairs, has been instrumental in turning Ministerial mandates into concrete actions. 

I also wish to acknowledge the work and support of the OAS Department of Education and Culture, which serves as Technical Secretariat both to the Culture Ministerial and to the CIC, for the important role it plays in coordinating these initiatives. I know that they, like me, will be pleased to continue to support your priorities and initiatives in every way we can.

I look forward to the concrete results of our discussions over the next two days, which will contribute to the inter-American development agenda. I want to thank the government and the people of Barbados once again for all that they have done to make us feel at home here, and I thank each of you for participating in this important event. Designing and implementing effective policies in the area of culture will most certainly result in an improved quality of life for the peoples of the Americas and enhanced peace and prosperity in the region.
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