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        Welcome to your home, the House of the Americas. On behalf of the OAS, I have the honor to open the Fifth Inter-American Meeting of Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities.

       Culture has been a constant within our Organization from its foundation.  The Columbus Memorial Library and Archives were the first offices of the Pan American Union, created at the First International Conference of American States, in 1889-1890. Our founding Charter affirms that “The spiritual unity of the continent is based on respect for the cultural values of the American countries and requires their close cooperation for the high purposes of civilization.” This ongoing commitment to culture is manifest in decisions taken throughout the history of the Organization, reaffirmed by actions such as the creation of the Art Museum of the Americas, where exhibitions have been and are staged by artists from around the Hemisphere.

     In the last ten years, culture has been accorded increasing attention as a key factor in building a more integrated, free, and democratic region. The Third Summit of the Americas, held in Quebec City, just over 10 years ago, launched this process which, since 2002, has given rise to four ministerial meetings: in Cartagena (2002); Mexico City (2004); Montreal (2006); and Bridgetown (2008). The relationship between culture and development has been a recurring theme in these meetings.  This Fifth Meeting is the culmination of the Inter-American Year recommended by our Ministers in Barbados.

      At the same time, culture has been accorded priority in our principal documents, such as the Protocol of San Salvador, and, most especially, in the Democratic Charter which, this year marks a decade of existence. The Charter of Lima affirms that “The promotion and observance of economic, social, and cultural rights are inherently linked to integral development, equitable economic growth, and to the consolidation of democracy in the states of the Hemisphere.” (Article 13)

      We must recognize the changing conditions in decades of late that were the context for this affirmation.  On the one hand, our understanding of the importance of our cultural action is broadened when we recognize that it is the basis for the democratic coexistence and entrepreneurial capacity needed for development. On the other, the cultural forms to which we aspire are today much more diverse than in the time of the Pan American Union or, later, when the OAS included them on its agenda in 1910 or 1948. Today, the Organization is for all the Americas, and the accession by the peoples of the Caribbean and Canada has expanded the horizon for cultural action in the region.  This, along with other phenomena, such as the recognition of the tremendous intellectual wealth of our indigenous cultures and the emergence of new cultural forms increasingly reflective of our peoples, especially our youth, today lead us to proclaim our Americas a hemisphere of vast cultural diversity—in forms ranging from indigenous to ultra-modern; from painting to music; from sculpture to craftwork; from cinema and audiovisual media to cuisine; from literature to architecture; from the religious to the popular; expressed in different, ever-evolving, idioms, and increasingly a livelihood for men and women in the Americas.

        In economic terms, it has been shown that cultural goods and services account for a large share of national economic production.  However, various countries of the Hemisphere are not profiting from this potential, despite their great cultural potential—traditional and creative.  Although their creative talent abounds, many of the region’s developing countries remain net importers of creative products. The challenge is to utilize the innovative capacity and creativity of the Americas, and the unique traits of their cultures, history, and diversity, for national integral development.

        Despite the advances, many challenges remain with regard to full recognition of the contribution of culture to integral development, dispute resolution, violence prevention, and poverty reduction. Its role in promoting citizen participation, diversity, and tolerance, and in job creation and income generation, must be made visible. Also vitally important is insistence on the inclusion of the cultural dimension on governmental development agendas, and on building bridges for dialogue with other sectors, such as planning, finance, education, tourism, and labor, among others. 

       Last, but by no means least, we point to the inherent value of culture as a source of identity, and a reference point for our integration into society and in bringing meaning to our lives. As well as a factor in economic, social, and human development, as well as a source of cohesion and motivation in building and strengthening peaceful coexistence, culture is human-centered, and lends meaning to our lives.

      The transforming power of culture is being accorded increasing importance worldwide. Its cross-cutting nature has contributed to achieving higher levels of development and socioeconomic well-being in the OAS member states, as is evident in the celebration of the Inter-American Year of Culture this year, 2011. However, this is only a beginning in our joint action, and a self-critical assessment must be made of our efforts in these ten years, formulating more proposals than those we have implemented. To begin that critique at home, in our own Organization we have a vast cultural heritage that starts with this 100 year-old building and goes on to include our Museum and Library, both holding treasures that must be protected and exhibited—with diminishing resources for that purpose. Perhaps this mirrors our countries—increasingly aware of their cultural wealth and its role in economic, social, and democratic development, while often lacking public policies consistent with that assessment.

     Therefore, we encourage our countries and governments to continue and to enrich this debate but, especially, to strengthen programs and actions; to continue to formulate cultural policies in keeping with the times; to democratize culture so that it becomes a daily experience and source of a dignified life; to protect its many manifestations, respecting their originality and diversity; to support their numerous creators; and to promote the role of culture in the development and construction of freer, fairer, and more democratic societies. 

     Again, I welcome you to the House of the Americas and offer my best wishes for the success of your efforts. 
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