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Su Excelencia, señor Raúl Vallejo, Ministro de Educación, 

Señor Luís Monteros, Director General del Programa Nacional de Educación de Ecuador, 

Representante de la OEA in Ecuador, Dr  Antonio Aranibar,

Estimados jóvenes amigos,

Mis colegas de la OEA,

Damas y Caballeros,

Me siento honrado y muy contento de estar aquí en Quito con ustedes y expresar mis felicitaciones al pueblo y Gobierno de Ecuador por conmemorar el día de ayer, 10 de agosto, doscientos años del Grito de su Independencia.

Me alegra mucho estar con ustedes al inicio de este Encuentro de Jóvenes de las Américas sobre Educación Secundaria.  Felicito al Gobierno de Ecuador, al Ministro Raúl Vallejo y al Director General del Programa Nacional de Educación para la Democracia, señor Luis Monteros, por esta iniciativa tan relevante y por su oportuna convocatoria antes de la reunión de ministros;  estoy seguro que las conclusiones a la que se lleguen contribuirán a fortalecer el diálogo político en las Américas acerca de la temática de juventud, desde una perspectiva realmente innovadora: la inclusión de los jóvenes como protagonistas del abordaje de sus propias problemáticas y en la expresión de sus intereses y demandas. 

En esta instancia, quiero destacar su presencia y agradecerles por haber tomado unos días de sus tan merecidas vacaciones o bien de sus clases y de sus quehaceres diarios, para venir a compartir ideas, intercambiar experiencias y discutir acerca de la educación secundaria con otros jóvenes del Ecuador y de todas las Américas. Doy la bienvenida a este tipo de encuentros, que además de considerar a los jóvenes como protagonistas de sus realidades y esenciales actores en el diseño e implementación de los proyectos de desarrollo de los países, estrechan los lazos de integración y solidaridad entre nuestros países. Este es el futuro de las Américas. 

Ahora, yo voy a continuar mi presentación in Ingles.

The objective of this event is an important one, to foster discussions among teens and youth in each of the OAS member states on educational issues, policies, and practices. This event will allow a direct exchange between young people, the socialization of experiences and the forging of relationships between youth leaders and representatives of the region. 

Our young people remain one of this hemisphere’s most valuable resources.  I am reminded of this every day in your commitment to excellence, either as spokespersons for social equity and justice or in service to your families and communities. I have also witnessed it firsthand in the determination of so many young people anxious to take advantage of every opportunity inside and outside the school environment to improve your own condition and the situation of those who live in situations less fortunate than yours.  Such attitude is commendable, and I feel honored to be here today and to have the opportunity to meet you all.  Many of you already do great things; but I am convinced that in each of you is the potential to do great things in the future.

For me, the thought of becoming Assistant Secretary General of the Organization of American States was not something I could have imagined for myself when I was a child or even as an adolescent.  But I always knew that I wanted to do something for my community. I wanted to do something for my country.  I early understood that we all can play a meaningful role in society. To be able to do this you need commitment and a high degree of solidarity with others.

Dear friends, you must want to improve the life of yourself, but also you must be committed to help better the lives of others. I recall this urge of myself when I decided at the age of fourteen to join a group of friend and mount a full fledge campaign in one of the remote villages in the interior of Suriname, for the general elections in 1973.

The campaign was an exiting experience, but the ultimate goal was to talk about democracy, about rights and to try to get every body to participate in the elections. Subsequently, I began talking to young people like myself in the community about politics and social issues and was fortunate enough to learn from seasoned politicians how politics could become a tool to build up communities and people. Perhaps some of you here have also shared these same convictions and dreams, and that is why you are here. 

You have the honor of representing a highly diverse and populous group in the Americas: approximately 136 million youth between 15 – 24 years of age, which make up 15% of the total population.
  Many of these youth are lucky enough to have access to education, to a healthy, safe environment, future employment, and even the chance to participate in the decisions made by their families, schools and communities.

However, many others face serious challenges, including the lack of access to education.  Although access to primary education in the region is virtually universal, the latest data show that of 28 countries in our region, only twelve achieved the goal of having at least 75% of their young people enter secondary education. Still fewer complete that level.  

Another challenge facing many of your peers is high poverty rates. The United Nations’ World Youth Report in 2007 states that “Young peoples aged 15 – 19 in Latin America have higher rates of poverty than every other population group after children under 14 years - the poorest segment of society.
  

Unemployment is also an important challenge. Young people between 15 – 24 years old are faced with unemployment rates three times higher than those faced by adults. Youth represent 46% of unemployed people in the region. While you are much better educated then your parents, the reality for many is that they have to compete even harder to get a job. 

As you might know, youth are also more vulnerable to violence. “Latin American youth are the group most targeted for violence in the world. About 29% of homicides in Latin America are among children and youth from 10 to 19 years of age.  Youth homicide rates can be up to three times higher than national homicide rates.”
 Young people face high rates of violence in the Caribbean, as well. 

And perhaps not surprisingly, many youth manifest their dissatisfaction with democracy and are reducing their levels of participation in politics. “The growing political indifference in Latin America is largely related to frustrations over the lack of opportunities for upward social and economic mobility, the high levels of inequality, poverty and social exclusion”
, and the lack of accountability and responsiveness among political leaders and institutions.
My dear friends, as observers and stakeholders of your societies, you are well aware that the world is not a perfect place.  However, you can never lose sight of the fact that it can be made better and that you are the people best placed to make that happen.  Amazing political, social and economic change can and do take place when young people join together to create positive change.

For example, in communities throughout the hemisphere, programs run by young leaders are reclaiming the lives of young people at risk of becoming victims or perpetrators of violence – programs like Caribbean Vizion, Arte como Expresión de Lucha in Guatemala and the REMIX project in Toronto, Canada. 

We now understand that there are several essential building blocks that shape a young person’s future.  One of these is a good education.  I will be interested – as will the Ministers of Education on Thursday morning – to hear from you what, from your own perspectives, constitutes a good education.  What types of learning do you feel passionate about?  What makes you want to get up and go to school every day? What experiences have you had that led you to understand that people’s differences are actually assets, and that we all need to respect one another? What role do teachers and your parents play? How does technology help you learn? Where do you see yourselves in five or ten years, and how can your education help you to get there?

In other words, what do you consider a good education and how can our nations help you to have access to that good education?  What could we all do to make sure that fewer of your peers drop out of school and that more successfully complete secondary school?  How can the educational system help to break down the barriers that characterize so many of our societies – barriers based upon socio-economic status, on race, ethnicity, language, or on gender?  

In response to some of the many challenges which face youth in the region and the acknowledged benefits that active participation of young people in society presents to the future of the Hemisphere, Member States of the Organization of American States convened the thirty eight regular session of the General Assembly in Medellín, Colombia on June 1–3, 2008, to focus on the topic “Youth and Democratic Values.”

At this meeting, the Ministers of Foreign Affairs approved the Declaration of Medellin,
 in which member States highlighted the role of youth in creating a better future, and requested the OAS General Secretariat to broaden and strengthen youth participation in OAS activities, to help young people build their capacity for life and work, and to contribute to the consolidation of a hemispheric vision for policies and programs which benefit youth. 

As a result of this mandate, the OAS Secretariat has appointed an individual to serve as the OAS Focal Point for Youth, and is in the process of developing a strategy to incorporate youth into OAS activities. This strategy, which is being considered and promoted through the “Inter-Departmental Task Force on Youth”, takes into account the efforts of other organizations, and rests on three main pillars: 

1. Walking the democracy talk - establishing dialogues with youth (such as the one we are inaugurating today under Ecuador’s leadership). 

2. Youth prepared with life and work skills (capacity building for leadership and employment).

3. Strengthening institutional development in Member States and within the OAS General Secretariat (technical assistance). 
All three initiatives fall within the overarching framework of creating strategic partnerships to foster dialogue and cooperation within the OAS and with other organizations. We hope this strategy will translate into concrete programs which will help meet the challenges facing youth in the 21st century, and at the same time, lay the groundwork for a better future for all. 

I must say however that I am encouraged that despite the challenges our youth face, we live in a time of new opportunities where our young people can contribute to shaping and building their future. As you embrace these opportunities, consider what Aristotle said about what makes us human “it is part of human nature to live in communities -- we only develop ourselves together with others.” It’s not possible to formulate or even think about a common project if we do not consider that we need others to discuss ideas, share, grow and build a better future together.

On Thursday morning, the Ministers of Education of more than 20 countries of this hemisphere will convene here in Quito to talk about what is right or wrong about secondary education, and how it can be improved.  They will talk about changes in the curricula, about the training of teachers, about how to reach young people in isolated and vulnerable communities, and about how to pay for all of this in a time of economic crisis.  

But I believe that your role in the Rethinking of Secondary Education is of particular importance because you are the ones who will be affected by any education reform.  You offer a unique first-hand perspective which will serve to enrich and illuminate the Ministers’ debates.  This is why your presence here is so important and exciting.  In your message to the policy makers be frank, direct and clear on what you have experienced and what you would want to see changed.
I want to congratulate each of you for being here. I’m sure that you will have a great meeting and a great time, and that you will develop a meaningful proposal to present to the Ministers of Education.  I hope the conclusion of this meeting will lead to higher levels of youth participation, involvement and, ultimately, transformation in our societies, with full engagement of all sectors. 

I am sure that you will discover the treasures of this historic and beautiful city, and that you will make new friends here in Quito and go home much richer for your experience.  I hope you will share the excitement of this powerful experience with your families and friends and continue to be involved in the inter-American dialogue.   

I congratulate Minister Vallejo, his entire team, and the government of Ecuador for creating this special event. I wish you all the best for a constructive debate and the courage and vision to propose honest, informed and transcendent recommendations that point the way forward for better secondary education throughout the Americas.

Thank you.   
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