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REPORT BY AMBASSADOR VIRGILIO ALCÁNTARA,
PERMANENT REPRESENTATIVE OF THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC AND CHAIR
OF THE JOINT WORKING GROUP OF THE PERMANENT COUNCIL AND CEPCIDI
ON THE DRAFT SOCIAL CHARTER OF THE AMERICAS, TO THE PERMANENT
COUNCIL ON PROGRESS IN DRAFTING THE SOCIAL CHARTER OF THE AMERICAS


(Presented at the meeting of December 16, 2009)
I asked for the floor to present this report, Mr. Chair, because my six month-term as Chair of the Joint Working Group of the Permanent Council and CEPCIDI on the Draft Social Charter of the Americas came to an end yesterday, and I did not want to complete that task without creating what I consider to be a necessary stir. 
But above all, my distinguished colleagues, I want to share some information with you and to express some thoughts out loud.
For example, I would like to recall a Wednesday just over a month ago when the Chairs of the committees and working groups were convened to a meeting with you, in your capacity as Chair of the Permanent Council, and with the Assistant Secretary General to discuss the Organization’s working procedures, meeting productivity, and financial constraints.
Discussion focused on unnecessary costs associated with a lack of punctuality, delays in starting meetings, and protracted meetings that last for hours but produce few results, as well as of meetings that have to be suspended because of the absence of a quorum.
As Chair of the Working Group on the Draft Social Charter of the Americas, I expressed my frustration with unproductive meetings and the many wasted hours of effort.  Those hours were worthless for us, but still had to be paid for by the Organization and its limited resources.
Everyone is aware that the Organization has been obliged to curtail its budget and to authorize the use of reserves to cover part of the important needs that have been neglected for more time than they should have been. 

Negotiation of the Social Charter is a mandate from the General Assembly–one that has been renewed over time and is of the greatest importance–but it is a mandate that we have been trying to fulfill for five years now, specifically since the adoption of resolution AG/RES. 2056 in 2004, which instructed the Permanent Council and the Permanent Executive Committee of the Inter-American Council for Integral Development (CEPCIDI) to prepare a Social Charter of the Americas and a Plan of Action.
What have we done over the past five years? Yes, Mr. Chair, that is the question that has been eating away at me during the most recent meetings of the Working Group.  What have we done over the past five years? 

I’ll give you a brief summary:  the draft Social Charter consists of a total of 36 articles.  Of that number, 28 have been agreed to and eight are pending consideration and approval.  In addition to the operative part of the draft, the preambular part and the Plan of Action are yet to be considered.  In order to get to this point, the Working Group has had eight Chairs and has held more than 100 formal and informal meetings, at a cost of well over $600,000 to the Organization.
Now, I’d like us to change our focus and look at other events and achievements.  What has happened during these same five years in our Hemisphere? And what have we ourselves done here in this Organization?
I’ll give you an idea, Mr. Chair and dear colleagues.
· In 2005, we held the Summit of the Americas in Mar del Plata, for which we reached consensus on a 76-paragraph declaration and a 70-paragraph plan of action.
· In 2009, we held the Summit of the Americas in Port of Spain, for which we reached consensus on a difficult and lengthy 97-paragraph declaration of commitment.
· We held five regular sessions of the General Assembly: one in Fort Lauderdale, which adopted four declarations and 100 resolutions; one in Santo Domingo, which adopted five declarations and 96 resolutions; one in Panama City, which adopted four declarations and 94 resolutions; one in Medellín, which adopted two declarations and 83 resolutions; and one in San Pedro Sula, which adopted three declarations and 92 resolutions, some of which, as you will recall, were very controversial.
· We held seven special sessions of the General Assembly: one in 2006, to adopt the Statutes of the Inter-American Defense Board; two in 2007, one to approve funding for the 2008 program-budget and the other to adopt the methodology for calculating the scale of quota assessments to finance the Regular Fund of the Organization; two in 2008, one to approve the establishment of the Secretariat for Legal Affairs and the Secretariat for External Relations and the other to approve funding for the program-budget of the Regular Fund of the Organization for 2009; and two in 2009, one to consider the political crisis in Honduras and the other to approve funding for the program-budget of the Regular Fund of the Organization for 2010. 
During these five years as well, Mr. Chair, almost all the governments of our Hemisphere have changed hands, in other words practically all our peoples have been able to put together a sufficient majority to elect their leaders. 

Moreover, during these five years, several nations, including my own, the Dominican Republic, have undertaken and concluded complex constitutional reform processes. 

During this same period, countless cooperation agreements have been signed between our countries, and a number of highly complicated free-trade agreements between the CARIFORUM nations and the European Union, known as Economic Partnership Agreements, have been concluded.
These facts and examples should show us that the Social Charter of the Americas and its Plan of Action are capable of being drafted and agreed on by consensus.  Our efforts to move in that direction have been an uphill climb, but as our trek over the past five years has shown, the summit can be reached.  Actually, it is already within reach.  All we need is what I am about to ask you for at this time:  one last constructive effort.

We are not going to argue here that adopting a Social Charter is an especially complicated process or one that is necessarily controversial or otherwise arduous because of the disparities in our economic, social, and cultural situations.
But we do want to emphasize that, since the mandate was first handed down by the General Assembly, the intention has been to draw up a Social Charter that would respond to highly concrete objectives, in keeping with the social development principles in effect in this Organization, which are rooted in:
· Chapter VII of the OAS Charter; Chapter III of the Inter-American Democratic Charter; the Statutes and Strategic Plans of CIDI; the Inter-American Program to Combat Poverty and Discrimination; the declarations and conclusions of Summits, ministerial and high-level meetings, and meetings of relevant inter-American committees; and the Additional Protocol to the American Convention on Human Rights in the Area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, known here as the “Protocol of San Salvador.” 

What have we been doing during these five years of discussion of the Social Charter? 

We have made progress, as is evident in the summary I gave at the beginning of my report, but we have not completed our work.  During my tenure as Chair–as concluded by the delegations that most often took part in the Working Group meetings–noteworthy progress has been made, and at times it seemed that there was sufficient resolve to complete the draft.  But we haven’t been able to do so.
Nor are we able to say today that little or a great deal remains to be done.  All we can say for certain is that at this time no one can predict when we’ll put the finishing touches to it.
Reaching a consensus is often frustrating.  We have sensed this time and again when haggling, for hours, over the wording of a paragraph, when working ourselves to the bone discussing definitions, or when repeating or rewording paragraphs of OAS or United Nations resolutions or provisions of Summit declarations or international conventions.  However, my experience at the OAS has shown that there is always much to be gained from the consensus-building process.
Why?  Because it obliges us to put ourselves in other people’s shoes, which helps give us a better understanding of their concerns and positions and the reasons behind them.  It also helps us accept the fact that those concerns and positions must be taken into account in every document, which we hope will be everyone’s document.
When engaging in political endeavors, we are occasionally deluded into thinking that it is better to move forward without opposition and without taking divergent views into account, but history tends to show that when we want to change or transform social reality without paying heed to others, we are simply building on quicksand.
This is not what we should do with the Social Charter and its Plan of Action, which is why I am presenting this report today and sharing my thoughts with you.  And this is why I am calling on the permanent representatives today to bring their full political weight to supporting the drafting process.
In doing so, I ask you to be mindful at all times that we represent the countries of a region where almost half of the population is poor, a region that has the sad distinction of having the world’s most unequal income distribution, and bearing in mind that the objectives of the documents under consideration are to offer all our people better opportunities to benefit from sustainable development with equity and social inclusion.
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My idea, permanent representatives, is to get you to think about this, so that when the delegates from your countries attend future meetings of the Working Group, under the chairmanship that we’ll select, they will show, through their willingness to negotiate and through their constructive positions and proposals, their resolve to make this Social Charter a reality. 

In my view, there is nothing in the substance of the Social Charter as now agreed to–no commitment, no declaration of principles, no statement regarding economic, social, and cultural rights–that is alien to the tenets of all democratic governments.
The Social Charter is a document meant from the outset to be accompanied by a Plan of Action, so that it would not be merely declarative in nature but rather be complemented by a programmatic document, with measures to be implemented and goals achieved within a set time period.  What should accompany it–as I said clearly–is a Plan of Action, not a court intended to condemn any state.  

Lastly, I would like to express my appreciation to Ambassador Alfonso Quiñonez and the entire technical staff of the Executive Secretariat for Integral Development; the Vice Chairs of the Group; our assiduous secretary, Beatriz Piñeres; and each of the delegates who have participated actively in the working meetings for their effective support for the tasks entrusted to us and especially for their commitment to the draft Social Charter of the Americas.
Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.
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