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The Greater Caribbean is a political concept created by this assembly to lay the foundation for unity among ACS member countries. With this concept, the most inclusive of those that define the zone bordering the Caribbean Sea, emphasis is placed on the common historical, social and cultural characteristics of its members. Geographically, it links the Antilles and numerous countries whose territories are not entirely Caribbean, but who share them with other zones like Central America; North America; Andean countries and other areas of South America. 
When the decision was taken to create the ACS, there was an awareness not only of what was to be united, but also the difficulties it involved, with the prevailing desire to satisfy the need to strengthen the negotiating strategy of the Greater Caribbean, within multiple international scenarios, including the trade and political negotiations demanded by the challenges imposed by the development of globalisation. 

At that time, many of our leaders only had distant references among them, as a Caribbean colleague would say, they were “indifferent neighbours”. However, from 1994 to the present, much has been achieved in terms of rapprochement among countries and although we still cannot speak of the miracle of Caribbean unity, we can say that relations have deepened and we have at least left the “indifference” behind, showing interest in common problems and one another’s issues. Your leadership has given rise to an historic event, since you have succeeded in bringing together what we have been denied by five centuries of history.
For that reason, I have been saying that the single fact of having maintained a unified dynamic during this decade, is an extraordinary achievement, since before 1994, it was inconceivable to display the familiarity with which you deal with one another and in general. This has facilitated among other things, greater rapprochement among our peoples, increasing solidarity and the joint negotiation of co-operation agreements and projects to support social development.

To arrive at this juncture, we have overcome language barriers, territorial, populational and economic asymmetries, and even political differences have been settled without division or isolation. In other words, the political will to preserve this unified space as an instrument for co-operation has prevailed

The results of the first ten years are positive. We could not be satisfied in terms of the things we have not yet done, but the truth is we have gained great experience in working together and have established the bases for initiating a new stage in the development of co-operation. Although, perhaps we need to focus greater attention on the mandate regarding the “adoption of common positions among the States, Countries and Territories of the Caribbean”; which would undoubtedly call for existing coordination mechanisms to be considerably strengthened.

The Ministerial Council, under the chairmanship of Jamaica, in the person of the Minister of State Mr. Delano Franklin, in the interest of facilitating the work of the ACS, gave us guidelines for formulating a new vision that would allow the Association to broaden the scope of its activities, so as to move from specific quasi diagnostic projects to wide-ranging programmes, which would influence the direct actors involved in development. This proposal, in short, is geared toward programmes being medium and long term, so that their outcome would not be restricted to mere recommendations for governmental agencies, but instead, concrete contributions would be obtained in order to tangibly enhance the priority areas of trade, sustainable tourism, natural disasters and transport. 
Without that vision, it would be extremely difficult for the ACS to develop its potential and become a true advocate of sustainable development and an organisation that would be involved in the fight to overcome poverty, supporting the fulfilment of the Millennium Development Goals, of which all our countries are signatories. The proposed mechanism consists of obtaining co-operation from the Secretariat, to be channelled and executed through member countries and the specialised bodies attached to the four groups of countries that influence the ACS.  
From that perspective, the ACS would have greater possibilities of exercising its role of grand coordinator among the countries and the regional and sub-regional integration and co-operation organisations existing in the Greater Caribbean. It is in that context that we understand the notion of “Inter-Secretariat” proposed a while ago by prominent members of this entity. It is not a question of competing with the other agencies, but rather obtaining the co-operation that would be impossible for each one to achieve in particular, if working alone. However, once resources are acquired they would not be focused on the ACS, but would instead be decentralised so that they could be executed by countries and the specialised entities in each of the priority areas. Here are a few examples: in the case of natural disasters, they would coordinate with the Caribbean Disasters Emergency Response Agency (CDERA) together with the Centre for the Prevention of Natural Disasters in Central America (CEPREDENAC); in the area of tourism, the Caribbean Tourism Organisation (CTO) together with the Central American Tourism Integration Secretariat (SITCA) and so on. 
We have therefore undertaken to fulfil the Ministerial Council’s mandate to deepen the coordination and complementing of efforts among the different Secretariats. This, with the fundamental objective of avoiding the duplication and overlapping of agendas while respecting the mandates of those organisations, a convergence among the different actions included in the work programmes of each of those entities could be gradually outlined. 
Honourable Heads of State and Government, the time has come to definitively empower the ACS to fulfil the grand objectives of integration and regional unity that you have all been promoting so fervently.
Within this past year alone, we have seen you attend more than ten consultative meetings, both within and outside the Greater Caribbean, with which you have made clear your desire for greater regional rapprochement.

Along another vein, fulfilling the specific objective to “create an enhanced economic space in the region”, we need ongoing actions that would facilitate greater trade and investment flows among ACS member countries. In that respect, economic issues play a role of prime importance. Among such issues, the matter concerning trade and investment relations among the member economies of the Greater Caribbean seems essential to us. From a long term perspective, the increase in trade flows of goods and services among the countries of the region continues to be a task that is for the most part pending. We believe at this Secretariat that although integration and co-operation among our countries are essential elements of that process of regional identity, they cannot be limited solely to trade and investment aspects.  
Nevertheless, the existence of high levels of trade and investment interdependence is a necessary condition in order to unleash a considerable part of the remaining components of the integrating process in the Greater Caribbean. 

In addition to the foregoing, it has become imperative to promote the development and management of an Agreement for intra-Caribbean investment protection by the ACS. It is commonplace to recognise that the sustainability and expansion of international trade flows have foreign investment, particularly foreign direct investment, as one of their fundamental components.  

The major investors in Greater Caribbean countries happen to be powerful extra-regional economic agents who obviously have a far greater financial and institutional capacity to support and expand their presence in our region. Thus, negotiating our own Agreement, whose clear objective would be to support and protect the investments made by economic actors, without excluding the small and medium entrepreneurs, of our nations, could contribute significantly to consolidating the participation of Caribbean enterprises in regional flows. This, in addition to complementing domestic savings and investment efforts, as well as the investments made by those large extra-regional companies, would help strengthen trade ties among our countries.  

Such ties lead to a trend of reinforcement, supported by the convening of the Business Forums, which have been organised for the past five years in different countries belonging to the Association. These activities mobilise entrepreneurs who, in addition to realising the advantages of negotiating with their Caribbean partners, also end up discovering that they possess a market, for whose expansion the most needed elements are knowledge and information.  
Equal recognition has been given to the importance of tourism for the sustainability of many economies of Caribbean countries. In this respect, we have advanced significantly in establishing the Caribbean as a Sustainable Tourism Zone, fulfilling your political mandate issued at the 3rd Summit. We have been progressively expanding the work agenda and are identifying practical mechanisms to develop the notion of sustainability that has been chosen by the ACS as a standard for the overall development of the tourism potential of the Greater Caribbean.  From this notion, we have raised our awareness regarding the importance of the natural, social, cultural and financial capital that will allow the tourism development of the region. 
Even though it is true that natural resources constitute the main tourist attraction of the Caribbean, it is important for tourism development proposals and projects to be carried out taking the participation of our communities very much into account, not only due to the ethical commitment this involves, but more than that, by understanding that local participation is the best way to promote cultural identity and values, and to also stimulate tourism investments of local and regional capital; all of which helps to not only create an enjoyable experience for our visitors, but to also enhance the quality of life of our communities. Both of these elements are indispensable for strengthening the tourism sector and therefore, our economies.

We must be moved to concern by the fragility and vulnerability we have imposed on the environment of all our societies, where we fail to take into account the very risks of the dictates of the natural environment. Man has been reluctant to surrender to the rules of nature, and to consider the external risk, seeking always to submit nature to man’s designs, instead of proposing greater harmony based on respect for its laws, which are certainly observed irremissibly and independent of human will. 
Thus we have insisted that natural events, which are usually something regular and functional to the environment, in reality, are not the disaster, instead, we humans are the disastrous elements, we who have not learnt to adequately coexist with nature. It’s deforestation that provokes landslides and mountain erosion. It’s by occupying the river beds that we ourselves contribute to their drying, which brings about the flooding and its disrespect for building codes that causes buildings to collapse. In other words, the disaster is not a punishment of supernatural will, but the result of our very own actions. 
Within that scheme of things, the ACS Natural Disasters Committee has worked selflessly to help create broad awareness on that issue, in addition to an important coordination network for disaster prevention and relief. This is another area where our countries are showing signs of solidarity, trust and the desire for rapprochement, that’s where we are lending a hand to work together for the benefit of a plan to overcome risks, which looks at the long term and which would reduce our uncertainties regarding the future. 
The precarious state of air and maritime transport in the Greater Caribbean is yet another of the ACS’ activities that has been opportunely recognised as priority. The current situation affecting the transportation of goods and passengers to and from our region, and also within it, will continue to have negative repercussions on trade, including tourism, although I must emphasise that the lack of trade cannot be attributed entirely to this sector. None of our countries is in a position to unilaterally influence this situation, thus it is imperative to arrive at regional agreements that would channel co-operation and concerted action in this area. 
Given that this is the only space in which issues proper to the Caribbean Community are addressed with those of Central America and the Group Three, together with those of the Non-Grouped countries, I am certain that your discussions during this 4th Summit will underscore the search for consensus to protect our nations from the negative impacts of globalisation and that you will provide ideas and guidelines for us to be inserted into that process in the least exclusive manner possible, that is to say, with solidarity and with participation. 
Honourable Heads of State and Government, I want to thank you for the confidence you have had in me to lead the work of the Secretariat, and I also attest to the efforts undertaken by the different Special Committees, as well as the resolute work developed by the technical team of the ACS, to enable us to present a successful report. 
To President Martín Torrijos and the people of Panama, our thanks once again for all of the extended courtesies and for giving us the honour to visit this country one more time, the American Isthmus and the apex of Greater Caribbean culture. 

Thanks to all of you.
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