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Mr. Chairman


In the Declaration of Nuevo Leon, which we will sign tomorrow, we affirm that “the well being of our people requires the achievement of three closely linked and interdependent objectives: economic growth with equity to reduce poverty, social development, and democratic governance.”  

In order to achieve sustained economic growth and political and social stability, we have to eradicate poverty and inequity.  This is the primary challenge we face in the Americas.  According to a recent ECLAC report, 44% of the people of Latin America and the Caribbean ( some 220 Million) live in poverty and 2O% in extreme poverty.  In my own country, a recent study determined that one third of our people live in poverty.

But not only is poverty and extreme poverty on the rise, the income inequality is also widening. The World Bank estimates that in the Latin America and Caribbean Region, the richest 10% of the population obtains 48% of total income, while the poorest 10% of the population obtains only 1.6%. Two of every five Latin Americans are poor although they live in countries with average salaries.  If we are to reduce poverty and income inequality our efforts will have to be at two levels: domestic and hemispheric.  

At the International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey in 2002, there was general consensus that each country is primarily responsible for its own economic and social development through sound policies, good governance and the rule of law, but it was also agreed that it is imperative that the international community support national development efforts. 

During the last decade  of the 20th century, debates about development focused on three sets of issues. The first was the need for economic reform to establish macroeconomic stability. The second was the need for strong institutions and governance to enforce the rule of law and combat corruption.  The third was the need for social justice and involving people in decisions that affect them, their communities and their countries. 

These issues are all crucial and remain absolutely relevant for sustainable human development.  But they overlook a fourth factor : the structural constraints that impede economic growth  with equity .

Historically , race and ethnicity have been strong  determinants of access to economic and political power in most developing countries – part of the legacy of colonialism and slavery.  Poverty and dependence became the prerequisites for that system’s success. The challenge we face today is to free ourselves from mental slavery; removing all forms of discrimination and redressing imbalances by focusing governments’ programs on poor and indigenous communities, rural areas, women and children and youth.

Within our own countries, we must develop an enabling environment that specifically provides economic opportunities for those in the low-income and informal sectors.  Such an environment could include creative policies, legislation and regulations aimed at reducing start-up costs for small businesses and fostering the development of credit unions and other community finance organizations, especially in rural areas.   

We must encourage the development of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises not only through development concessions and incentives but also by creating conditions that will encourage commercials banks and other financial institutions to broaden their client base to include these enterprises.  At the same time, we will have to establish agencies that provide basic technical assistance to these enterprises in developing and monitoring sound business plans, share best practices and access information and marketing systems.

Included in our pro-poor policies should be a practical and straightforward reform program, backed up by legislation, that regularizes informal property rights of low-income and subsistence workers in order to enable as many property holders as possible to access credit.  

In most of our countries, land is our most important natural resource. It must be equitably distributed to provide people with a greater stake in their homeland. The opportunity to own a home, develop a farm and start a business with access to credit and skills training are the ingredients of wealth creation to break out of the poverty trap.

At the regional level, more emphasis needs to be placed on appropriate terms and conditions for development financing, including aid from bilateral donors. Developing and maintaining access to international capital markets is critical to the sustainable development efforts of many of our countries.  At the same time, any hemispheric effort towards this must recognize that debt servicing is a major constraint on investment particularly for small countries in Central America and the Caribbean on whose behalf I speak today.  

Today’s world has greater resources and know-how than ever before. The issue is how best to apply these resources and know–how to stimulate investment and economic activity that will generate greater employment and reduce poverty. Investment is key to economic growth and poverty reduction. 

The Temporary Migrant Workers Program announced by the United States which will allow nationals of those countries which have not traditionally benefited from migrant amnesties and other facilities to regularize their status in the United States is a commendable one.

According to the Report of the Inter-American Dialogue Task Force on Remittances, in 2002, remittances to Latin America and the Caribbean amounted to some 32 billion dollars, or about two percent (2%) of the region’s Gross National Product.  Studies have shown that these remittances, sent directly to poor relatives left in their home countries, may have a more direct impact in improving their lives than many official programs.  Reducing the high costs of transferring this money so that more money is left in the hands of those workers and their families is a concrete way in which we can infuse more equity in the income distribution throughout the hemisphere.

In relation to trade and the Free Trade Area of the Americas, the smaller economies in this process recognize that free trade is important for development and prosperity, but we also believe that fair and equitable trade, along with the recognition of the vulnerabilities of smaller economies, is just as important if our economies are to survive and prosper under the FTAA.  

Economic growth with equity in an FTAA will require the phasing out and eventual elimination of trade distorting subsidies; maintenance of preferential market access for an appropriate period; a slowing in the rate of tariff reductions in underdeveloped countries; technical assistance for capacity building for negotiations and adjustment; special and differential treatment for small economies; postponement of negotiations on the “Singapore issues” and a special and separate regime for small and vulnerable states. 

Economic Growth with Equity should also include the promotion of corporate social responsibility among multinational companies, which, when they invest in smaller economies, should be held to the same standards of operation, service and legal responsibility as they are their home countries.  Many times, the economic power of these corporations allows them to hold small countries to ransom, and the potential effect of their withdrawal from a small economy affords them advantages they would neither enjoy nor abuse in the larger economies.  

If we are to achieve economic growth with equity in the Americas, we must have as our central objective the creation of wealth for the benefit of the majority of our people.  It means taking serious and practical measures, individually and collectively, to create jobs, reduce poverty, offer better health and education, and improve the access of our people to these services.  It means developing national strategies aimed at achieving the Millennium Development Goals.  That is what we have been pledging to do since the beginning of the Summits Process, and in other fora before this process begun. The challenge we must all face is to ensure that international economic integration does not lead to domestic social disintegration. 

It is clear that that our efforts in the hemisphere  have not yielded the results that we desire.  We must now translate commitments in to firm national and collective action.  We have an historic and moral obligation to act now.   



Senor Presidente, I can think of no better way to close this address, which is meant to provoke discussion on this topic than to quote the words of the poet Louis MacNeice :




If it is something feasible, obtainable,




Let us dream it now




And pray for a possible land…




Where the altars of sheer power




And mere profit




Have fallen to disuse,




Where nobody sees the use




Of buying money and blood




At the cost of blood and money,




Where the individual, no longer squandered




In self assertion, works with the rest…””

There is something within all of humanity which cries out for a better and a fairer world.

Monterrey, Mexico, January 12th,  2004

PAGE  
7

