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Since last year, when, persuaded by all of you, we began working on the New Vision of the ACS, we have succeeded in making some headway in considering that vision, in addition to examining within each of the Special Committees, the challenge of expanding the scope of programmes, so that they could have a more direct impact on the social development of our peoples.

In other words, we could say that until the projects or programmes of the ACS are not linked, in our countries, with the development programmes in each of the four priority areas that have already been established, we will not be fulfilling the main objectives we have proposed. One of our ambassadors exemplified this idea in this way: “we need signs to appear in our neighbourhoods, announcing ACS support for projects in progress”. Similarly and as several delegations have already indicated in the past, we must undertake efforts for the work of the ACS to be more closely linked to the International Development Agenda approved by our countries within the United Nations. Failing that, we will run the risk of working in a vacuum and missing opportunities to access international co-operation. 
In preparation for this new stage of the ACS, we have developed greater concerted efforts with other regional organisations and those of regional co-operation. During these past months we have held meetings with almost all of them and we will continue to seek collaboration from all those who could provide any type of support. 
Given that the ACS is the only space that assembles the four groups of countries that constitute it, ACS membership is based on whether or not it assumes its true role, which is the ability to plan and coordinate among those groups of countries. 
Once the New Vision has been approved, it is our hope that technical efforts to formulate and apply projects, which involve us in the details of said activities, would remain entirely in the hands of the Special Committees and technicians of the Secretariat, so that the Ministerial Council could focus on discussing and approving the major political channels that must steer the work of the ACS.

This will facilitate ordinary tasks and will also allow the highest authority of the Association more time to conduct political dialogue to update the issues on the agenda and favour more coordination and commitment among States. At the same time however, this will require greater work in order to maintain countries’ representation at the highest level possible in other areas of daily work. 
I recognise that this high turnout of ministers and vice ministers is tangible proof that we are readopting the political commitment of the ACS with added enthusiasm, which is in turn a clear indication of governments’ interest to promote the scope of the work carried out. We could interpret the satisfactory status of the payment of quotas as a similar message, with more governments being current than ever before. 
In the area of trade, the Association of Caribbean States has facilitated many work possibilities and should continue to develop these in the future. Recognising that intra-Caribbean trade represents less than 8% of the total trade of its Members, the ACS must continue its existing initiatives and promote new activities that would address this unfortunate situation. It must also continue working on obstacles to the trade in goods and services, as well as investment promotion and protection.
Analytical and concerted efforts must continue with respect to promoting special and differential treatment in favour of small economies. The asymmetries present in today’s international economy are expressed in particular in the multilateral trade system. Thus, it is not surprising that in the current WTO negotiations on the Doha Development Agenda, matters concerning “special and differential treatment_” and the specific problem of the external insertion of “small economies” have garnered great relevance. As outlined in the Doha Declaration (paragraph 35), it has become necessary for a Work Programme to be designed – under the auspices of the WTO General Council – to examine problems associated with trade in small economies, but that text also states that its purpose is not to create a new sub-category of member countries. 

Issues pertaining to the “vulnerability” of small economies and the consequent need to design effective provisions for special and differential treatment, have also become pertinent to the advancement of the different economic integration processes at the sub-regional level undertaken by our nations and for the trade negotiations underway within international negotiating processes.  

As in any analytical perspective adopted by consensus, the vast majority of our Members would be classified as “small economies” and considering the efforts previously undertaken by the ACS together with other regional institutions like ECLAC, SELA, CARICOM and SIECA, it is important to continue working on this complex problem, which is not only technical in nature, but above all involves achieving political consensus in this respect among our Members. This would contribute decisively to designing solutions and effective proposals for liberalisation and commercial integration efforts to favour the sustainable development of all our countries. 
Two sensitive and worrying situations recently arose that affect the Members of the Association in a different way. It is the case concerning the European Union’s provisions regarding sugar prices and banana tariffs, which have provoked strong reactions at the country level and also at the level of groups of countries. Considering that the ACS integrates an important group of the countries affected, I wonder if together with the previously mentioned organisations (ECLAC, SELA, CARICOM, SIECA) it would not be useful to create a discussion and analysis group that would follow up the issue and put forward proposals, which, without affecting any of the parties, would seek to reconcile the interests discovered. 
The ACS’ policy “Uniting the Caribbean by Air and Sea” recognises the imperative need to address the dramatic situation concerning transport in the Greater Caribbean and underscores the need for a legal framework that would provide a variety of service options, while ensuring the highest degree of safeguards and operating safety in international civil aviation and addressing the urgent need for a general aviation policy for the Greater Caribbean, through which Members could be guided in their aviation arrangements toward a wider selection of routes, carriers and enhanced services. 
The ACS must also strengthen its efforts in the area of maritime transport, including the systematised dissemination of information on freight costs and available services, so as to alleviate the impact of the vicious circle of “no trade due to the lack of transport/no transport due to the lack of trade”, usually and unjustly attributed to carriers. At this juncture, mention should be made of another aspect of the new vision, by highlighting the importance of the different entities of the ACS not functioning as stagnant compartments, since the overlapping among transport, trade and tourism issues can be clearly seen.
The sustainability of Caribbean tourism has been gaining ground among the countries of the Greater Caribbean, as a matter of fact, it has been accepted that being the most efficient development strategy, it is used by common accord among all countries to contribute to commonality and in support of integration. 
The sustainability certification project has enjoyed progress, after having tested the indicators produced in a consultancy delivered last year and was applied in several countries that offered to conduct this exercise. This is a project geared toward diversifying and enhancing the region’s competitiveness. 
The foreign language training pilot project has been concluded with positive results. The Special Committee on Tourism is now proposing that it be converted to an ongoing programme of continued growth, targeting the direct actors involved in development. This will be a valuable tool that will help increase the tourism competitiveness of the Greater Caribbean; as well as overcome the language barrier that renders communication difficult among our peoples.  
However, our greatest concern in this area is reducing the levels of vulnerability that affect us, physically, by natural disasters and economically, by the dependence on an extra-regional clientele that is exposed to the contingencies of the convulsed global political situation. Together with this is tourist safety, an issue of growing interest in light of the negative impacts on the region stemming from the unfortunate events brought about by terrorism within recent years. Similarly, the region is also affected by the rise in crime in our own neighbourhoods, thus helping to create uncertainty among potential tourists from abroad. 
Even though we have not made adequate strides in coordinating concrete actions that would provide us with solutions or new initiatives regarding the issue of cruise ship tourism, which by being a must for our countries, would call for several adjustments to ensure improved adaptation to sustainable development and programmes that would provide greater benefits for those countries on the receiving end.    

The ACS has opportunely acknowledged that it is a priority to increase Members’ capabilities, especially those of the more vulnerable, to mitigate the devastating effects of disasters, which plague our region year after year with growing frequency and severity, and it has arranged for a regional co-operation system to be established in this area. Although most countries in the region are particularly vulnerable to the effects of natural hazards, some are better prepared and willing to offer their co-operation. Moreover, as was recently demonstrated with Ivan, two or more ACS Member Countries can be struck by the same event, which only reaffirms the need expressed to support regional disaster mechanisms and capabilities in order to respond effectively to several disasters simultaneously.  
We have been advised to develop a new communication strategy, whose application began with the meeting held with the press in this very same city, last May. Our people need to have ongoing information on the activities undertaken, so as to better identify with the objectives of the ACS. Yet another matter of equal importance in the media sphere is the possibility of entering the public domain via this channel, making known the visions, agreements and projects approved in each of the Committees. 
Where political matters are concerned, during the meeting convened last December, I presented you with a proposal regarding the importance of recovering some issues on the political agenda of the Greater Caribbean. We must not lose sight of the fact that those issues serve as the context for the specialised ones in the four priority areas. 
You are the witnesses who are in the best position to confirm the growing complexity of hemispheric problems, since every passing day brings with it new events or situations that serve to further complicate already complex inter-state political relations. Omitting these issues from the agenda is one way of preventing you and the Heads of State and Government from finalising visions and joint strategies where they are concerned.  
Some of these matters could be addressed at thematic conferences to be held with certain periodicity, which will generate inputs that would be presented for discussion by the Ministerial Council or, in their time at future summits. This approach will provide the opportunity for participation not only from government representatives but also entrepreneurs and think tanks. 

Highlighted among these issues is the matter concerning migrations, one of the many social events of great impact during this century, especially for Greater Caribbean countries. 

Emigrants have become a human resource, who, though rejected by their native societies, once outside, they become crucial for the economies of those very societies. This is not due only to remittances, but also social influence and in many cases, the political influence they have in most of the recipient societies. Today, emigrants are now a decisive factor in negotiations among States, in so far as they influence the future of the recipient countries.   
We could say that at the continental level, numerically speaking, the most important issuing countries belong to this Association and this occurs both within the Greater Caribbean and areas outside, as in the case of some countries that are issuers, recipients and transit countries all at the same time. 
If we take into account that the positive or negative results of migration, within the model of a service economy that is currently predominant, do not respond to our countries’ own strategy, but which is instead a consequence of deformities in economic growth and social exclusion produced by said model; we should then accept that this is one of the major points on the political agenda of the Greater Caribbean. Thus it is not surprising that this matter has been addressed in my meetings with some of you during visits to your countries. 
Furthermore, I close by informing you that the seminar on the culture of peace and conflict prevention, which you authorised us to organise last December, will take place in September. For this event, we will have the support of the Dominican Ministry of Foreign Affairs, UNESCO, the international NGO Human Rights Internet and collaboration from the Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences, the University of the West Indies, the Regional Coordinator for Economic and Social Research and the United Nations Development Programme. 
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