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Greetings.  Good afternoon everyone. It is with great honour that I am here today. I would like to start by thanking Barbados for hosting this meeting in their very beautiful country and for the amazing hospitality they have provided. Having just finished organizing Ignite The Americas, I know how much work goes into planning a meeting of this nature, so thank you to everyone involved with producing this and allowing a space to for me to speak and listen.  I would also like to recognize the OAS and all of its member states for taking immense strides and continuing to push the bar in involving culture and young people’s voices in the decision making process. I know that this is no easy task, but with each steady step, you are paving new roads for generations to walk on.  There are so many ‘firsts’ that I will be talking about today. The priorities that were set in your last Cultural Ministerial meeting in Montreal lead to an action plan, which gave birth to the first ever Ignite The Americas Youth Arts Policy Forum.  Today marks yet another first.  I am not 100% sure on this so someone can correct me if I am wrong, but having Gavin and I here to present may be the first time young people have presented at a Cultural Ministerial.  I commend all of you for your belief in the power of young people and the vital role we can play in partnership with governments in the development of healthier societies. Today, I do not come here representing myself only; I come representing the over 50 youth arts practitioners from all across the Americas who joined together in Toronto this September for Ignite. For some delegates, Ignite The Americas marked their first visit out of their home country and we had representation from delegates as young as 15 years old. I know that not everyone in the room today was able to join us in Toronto and feel the energy and power of the conversations that were taking place, so we have prepared a very short film so you can see the monumental achievement this event really was.  This too another first; in fact we are all very lucky today, as ladies and gentlemen this is the world premier of the Ignite The Americas recap video!  Enjoy.

Video was shown – soon to be available in languages at ignitetheamericas.ca/video

Why We Are Here and What the Delegates Proposed 

Did you feel the energy?  I still feel that energy 2 months after the event.  The energy in fact is GROWING and spreading across the Americas!  The youth delegates returned home and have been able to share their experience with their colleagues, friends, families and artists in their community.  They have also been able to continue the dialogue with the delegates they met from other countries at Ignite through the networking component of the Ignite The Americas website blog, which I encourage all of you to engage with.   There have also been many spin-off initiatives, connections and follow-ups occurring as result of the forum. Some youth delegates have even started to meet with their respective cultural ministries to discuss their experience and explore ways of working together at home.  Lots of positive momentum is taking place in moving Ignite The Americas and its objectives forward.

But let’s step back a minute and look at why we did Ignite.  We have serious problems in our hemisphere.  The root problems we face are profound: social exclusion and isolation; a lack of meaningful chances for personal and economic growth; and a lack of access to resources and opportunities.  These issues have played a role in the poverty, crime and violence we are faced with on a day-to-day basis.  As members of the cultural sector, we recognize the immense role that arts and culture can play in solving these issues and the immense role that young people play in arts and culture.  

We are all here today with the purpose of developing a list of priorities for culture in the Americas which will inform the plan of action of the CIC for the next 2 years.  With this purpose in mind I would like to share with you some of the findings of Ignite The Americas.

One of the strongest policy recommendations that came out of the forum was the need for Arts Education to be re-implemented into all school systems.  Furthering this recommendation was 

that arts educators must be well-versed about the youth arts practice in their region and that Education and Culture Ministries must work together, connecting with local NGO’s that are using arts as an effective engagement and educational tool, building these curriculums into our education systems across the Americas, and starting in underserved communities.  

The second recommendation was that we must work together to effectively measure the impact that Culture is having across the Americas by continuing to develop Cultural Information Systems.  By doing so, we will be building the extremely needed case for Culture.  This information needs to be derived from all levels, from grassroots arts movements to fine arts practices.  There is a plethora of examples that I can provide of youth arts organizations that effectively combat violence or that have built their own local cultural industries. I will use my own non-profit organization as an example.  Through an annual youth arts festival in Toronto called Manifesto, run entirely by young people, we have been able to generate and pay $50000 to local youth artists and performers since our inception in January 2007.  I know this number could seem trivial, but if added up with all the other cultural initiatives taking place on all levels across the country, the impacts really start to show.  Overall, in Canada, the economic impact of the cultural sector was $85 billion in 2007.  This impact on employment equaled 1.1 million jobs in Canada. Now, imagine if we pooled together all of our impacts of culture from across the Americas.  Our case for culture becomes infinitely stronger as a unified force; so, these impacts must continue to be mapped, measured and then shared across the Americas. We must build this as a movement. The presentation this morning gave us lots of this information. We must also remember to not only focus on the quantitative data, but all of the qualitative impacts that are much harder to measure, but really help tell Culture’s story. We must work together on all levels to get this message out to everyone: that culture is a leading solution, which is not being given the attention and support it deserves.  The youth delegates of Ignite are hopefully that this information will ensure that culture is taken seriously, that it is supported financially on national government levels and that it is considered of equal value as all other sectors when important decision-making is taking place.

The youth delegates of Ignite would also like to work with governments to bring two key action items to fruition: the creation of a Youth Arts Toolkit and a Pan-American Youth Arts Network.

The toolkit would be a collection of relevant tools for youth arts practitioners to make anything happen; from starting a profitable creative business to how to deal with symptoms of poverty and exclusion with the young people in their programs.  This living resource would be versatile, adaptable and region specific.  It would include tools such as step-by-step instruction manuals, best practice examples, templates for developing processes and products, checklists, sample documents, budgets, project management systems, evaluation forms, instructional videos and a long list of other resources we came up with that youth practitioners could benefit from on a regular basis.  The key to the toolkit is relevancy.  What may be a best-case example in one city may not work in another city, so the toolkit would be inclusive and reflective of the Americas.  We need government support in its creation, not just in funding the production of it, but in providing the documents and resources you have and use for us to learn from.

In addition to the toolkit, the delegates from Ignite identified the value of a Pan-American Youth Arts Network that would work at a local, national and international level.  The purpose of the network will be to connect young arts practitioners and continue dialogues from the forum, while simultaneously serving as an accessible interface to government bodies. This network can become an effective mechanism through which the CIC and other organization can continue the dialogue with youth.  

This network would also mean future Ignite The Americas Youth Arts Policy Forums.

An overriding theme of the forum was “We are here.  We want to contribute. And we want to work together.”   We have passion and love for what we do. We are the forefront of emerging cultures.  Now what we need is the support structures necessary to enable us to continue to do the work we are doing and see positive growth for ourselves and for our communities.  The network and the toolkit are tangible ways to create those supports and we look forward to working with all of you to implement both of these action items that came out of Ignite The Americas. 

There was so much more work that took place at Ignite and with only ten minutes to present, I have only scratched the surface of what really came out of it.  Thus, we have developed a detailed report that outlines the specific recommendations, action items and next steps that emanated from the forum. This report will be available within the next few weeks and we look forward to sharing it with you via the CIC.

Conclusions and Next Steps 

We have serious problems in our hemisphere.  Culture and young people are vital parts of the solution. A huge momentum has been built through Ignite The Americas and we must not loose this energy.

I urge you all to encourage the CIC through your list of priorities to continue working on Ignite The Americas and incorporate it as a permanent OAS activity to ensure the continuation of the dialogue that has begun with the Ignite delegates.  I am hopeful that when future Ignite The Americas happen, all member states will make a commitment to ensure their countries youth delegates may attend, by providing the financial assistance needed for their flights and accommodations. I strongly encourage everyone, and in particular the officials of the CIC, to read the report.  This report details the dialogue that came directly from delegates of your countries.  Finally, I request that a meeting is convened between members of the Ignite the Americas Working Group and the CIC to discuss the realities of moving forward with the proposed actions set forth in the report.  

I started by saying we have taken large strides and made history through many firsts with regards to youth.  I must remind us all that these firsts represent only the first step in a long walk towards our greater goals. 

It has been an absolutely amazing experience for Gavin and I to be invited here and to have the chance to meet you all personally.  Recognizing that privilege, I am well aware that there are so many more young people that want to be invited into this dialogue and that have so much to vital knowledge and expertise to bring to it.  I have to give thanks to Barbados again for having one of their Ignite The Americas youth delegates Randy Eastmond present at this meeting and I encourage all member states to do your very best to engage with your countries Ignite delegates. Randy, Gavin, and I are still here for the rest of the meeting and I encourage you to come speak to us directly.  We have contact information for you so we can stay in touch and keep working together.  We are happy to take time to share our learnings from Ignite with everyone on an individual basis if any of you are interested. 

I will finish with this a quote from your very own Ambassador Ramdin.   “Young people hold the key to our nations’ individual and collective future.” 

With that, I thank you for your time and the opportunity to speak. The Ignite The Americas delegates and I, look forward to continuing to build many more ‘firsts’ with all of you. Thank you.
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