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Good evening.

It is a great pleasure to be here with you today at the beautiful Rose Hill campus. I wish to thank Dr. Michael Latham, Dean of Fordham College at Rose Hill; Dr. Nancy Busch, Dean of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences; Dr. John Harrington, Dean of the Arts and Sciences Faculty; Dr. Henry Schwalbenberg, Director of the International Political Economy and Development Program; and Viviane Mahieux, Director of the Latin American and Latino Studies Institute for the invitation to address you today; and to thank you all for the warm Fordham welcome. 

Our discussion today comes at an important milestone in the history of the Americas, when many countries in Latin America are celebrating the Bicentennial of their independence from Spain. Having just participated in the celebrations in Mexico and Chile last week, I am particularly cognizant of the current state of affairs in the Latin America and the Caribbean.
The cover of this week’s issue of “The Economist” magazine depicts a map of the Western Hemisphere in reverse, with South America on top and North America on the bottom, with the caption:  “Nobody’s backyard. The rise of Latin America.”  And although the editorial and the special article inside the magazine are somewhat more balanced -- placing much more emphasis on the many problems still faced by our region and specifically warning against the “risk of complacency” – I believe that this report and many others recently published reports are encouraging this complacency, especially in South America.

The primary reason for this new optimism is economic.  After the fears and uncertainties triggered by the Great Depression of 2009, the region’s economies have begun to show vigorous growth, boasting rates that are often higher than those prevailing prior to the crisis. This is especially true in Brazil and Argentina, but is also occurring in Colombia, Chile, Mexico and other countries in the region.  
It is not simply robust economic growth that is cause for celebration:  from 2003 to 2008, the region had already grown by over 5% a year on average.  The optimism is spurred by the fact that just one year after most of the world’s economies experienced reduced or even negative growth, Latin America’s pace of growth has already bounced back.  One reason given for the resilience of these economies is the quality of the macroeconomic policies developed by our governments before and during the recession.  With few exceptions, even countries that proclaimed their aversion to policies of the past, acted with fiscal prudence and accumulated the reserves needed to implement anti-cyclical polices to mitigate the impact of the economic slowdown and loss of jobs.  The Latin American banking sector proved to be much less exposed than that of the United States and Europe.  As a result, major rescue operations entailing excessive government spending were not necessary. In other words, as never before, the causes of the crisis came from outside and internal public policies played a positive role in mitigating it.  

During this decade, we have also seen poverty rates drop to levels not experienced since before the 1980s.  Tens of millions of Latin Americans and Caribbeans have moved out of poverty and numerous jobs have been created.  A key reason for the progress in Latin America over this decade is the emergence of a vigorous and industrious middle class, which has grown more in this period, than during the two previous decades combined.  A recent review of the Millennium Development Goals by a group of United Nations agencies coordinated by ECLAC reveals that many countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have made significant advances toward attaining these goals.  At the same time, it appears that some of the poorest countries in the Americas are being left behind. 

Of course, before we can say that the region is on a clear path to development, we must acknowledge that there are formidable obstacles that must be overcome.  These include the fact that a large part of the growth experienced in the last decade was triggered by a substantial increase in exports of raw materials and in scientific and technological development. Despite this increase in exports,  Latin America and the Caribbean is not yet fully inserted into the global economy, and sub-regional economic integration processes have seemed to stagnate in the past ten years. Moreover, savings and investment levels are still inadequate, which has had negative repercussions on job creation.  

The advances in the social sphere have been offset by persistent challenges, including unacceptably high levels of inequality.  Vast numbers of our inhabitants continue to live in poverty, numbers much higher than one would expect in a region with our level of growth.  Many young people still have no access to jobs and education; they are referred to as the “ni-ni” [“neither-nor”] because they neither study nor work.  This situation contributes to a steady flow of migrants to the United States and Europe, and also, in considerable numbers, from poorer to the richer countries in Latin America and the Caribbean.  Discrimination against peoples of indigenous and Afro-American descent persists, and there are still a disproportionate number of poor households headed by women. 

In addition to other evils, these factors also go hand in hand with the alarming increase in crime and violence.  Drug trafficking, organized crime, kidnapping, trafficking in persons, arms trafficking, and youth gangs are all a part of the regional panorama.

Finally, many countries in Latin America and the Caribbean remain highly vulnerable to the impact of environmental degradation, global warming, pandemics (especially HIV-AIDS), and high energy prices.
 

In short, despite the relatively rosy economic picture and the region’s progress in reducing poverty and bolstering the middle class, the challenges ahead are immense.  But I believe that we have an opportunity to exploit the optimism felt by many in the region to finally tackle these problems.  The region’s economic performance during the recent recession shows that, despite the weaknesses of our governments, their action is not only indispensable, but it can also be effective in dealing with approaching challenges.  This time, the governments may be part of the solution.

So the next few years will tell whether, as somebody dared to suggest, the next decade will be the Latin American and Caribbean decade, or whether the growth momentum will once again be short-lived and give way to the usual exacerbated social conflicts, which result from poverty, unemployment, crime, and inequality.

This opportunity presents itself at a time when democracy has unquestionably been on the rise in our region.  The first key requirement for democracy, without which the others are meaningless, is that the legitimacy of government originates with and is based on the will of the people.  Democracy includes the holding of elections and democratic practices on the part of elected officials.  In recent years --despite the crisis in Honduras, which we hope will soon be resolved -- this key requirement has been met in Latin America and the Caribbean.  I’m speaking from experience here.  In just the past five years, the OAS has observed over 50 different types of electoral processes in the majority of the countries of the region; and every one of them has more than fulfilled the requirements for a democratic election.  While there were shortcomings to eb sure, overall the processes were clean, with secret ballots and voting on a massive scale, and they produced results in keeping with the reality of the vote.

If we reduce the concept of democracy to simply the generation of power, we can safely claim that, apart from Europe, the Americas represent the other democratic continent in the world. I believe that this, in and of itself, is the greatest historical achievement of recent decades.  However, the democratic ideal has been expanded to  include a series of values related to the organization of the state and the rights of citizens, and distinguishes between democracy based on origin and the exercise of democracy.  This expansion of the concept of democracy has been the trend in the Americas, starting with the adoption of the Declaration of Santiago, Chile by the General Assembly of the Organization of American States (OAS) in 1991 and continuing to the signature of the Inter-American Democratic Charter by all OAS member states in Lima, Peru on September 11, 2001.   The region has embraced a concept of democracy based on both origin and practice. In order for a government to qualify as democratic in Latin America and the Caribbean today, it must not only be democratically elected, but it must also govern  democratically.

A brief review of the principal concepts of the Inter-American Democratic Charter illustrates this new definition.  The first article of the Democratic Charter is the most innovative one, as it proclaims the right of the people to democracy, thereby placing the citizens at the center of this political system.  It then establishes the bases of this democracy, i.e., representation (representative democracy), the rule of law, and the existence of a constitutional regime. The Charter then adds that democracy is strengthened by the full participation of the citizens, within the framework of the Constitution and the law. 

The Charter goes on to list the “essential elements” of democracy, which, in addition to the requirement of periodic, free, and fair elections based on universal suffrage, include respect for human rights, access to and the exercise of power in accordance with the rule of law, a pluralistic system of political parties and organizations, and separation of the branches of government.  It also redefines the democratic pact, by establishing the subordination of all state institutions to civilian authority and the public authorities. From these public authorities the Charter requires transparency, probity, responsible public administration, respect for social rights and freedom of expression and the press. 

At the opposite extreme of the concept of purely electoral democracy, the Inter-American Democratic Charter posits a political program for a “democratic republic.” This republic is a complex political system comprising, on the one hand, responsible citizens who choose and empower their public authorities through elections, with full participation and inalienable rights, and, on the other hand, a government of laws more than of persons, whose legitimacy is based on transparency, good governance and full respect for the rights of its citizens.

In support of this concept of a political program, the Charter indicates that democracy and economic and social development “are interdependent and are mutually reinforcing.”  It develops this idea by stating that lack of development and equity, discrimination, illiteracy, poverty, and failure to respect the rights of workers and women adversely affect the consolidation of democracy.

It is worthwhile emphasizing the central role played here by the citizenry, defined very broadly to encompass a political citizenship (the right to elect and be elected, the right to participate fully and to be informed of the activities of government), a civilian citizenship (human rights), and a social citizenship, in view of the link established between democracy and development. 

I have said in the past that I believe that the Democratic Charter’s definition of democracy embodies the so-called “social pact” in a different way than the traditional definition.  Whereas in the view of Hobbes and Rousseau, citizens give part of their freedom to the sovereign in exchange for his protection and the guarantee of certain rights, in the Charter’s more modern concept of democracy, citizens give legitimacy to the government authority in exchange for recognition of and respect for that citizenry. That government authority is not only expected to guarantee the rights of the citizenry, but also its full participation in public administration. 

It goes without saying that none of the countries in the Americas, or any country in the world, fully meets this series of democratic requirements.  That is why I refer to them as a “program,” -- an ideal that we aspire to and that can always be improved on.  This conception enables us to compare its principles with the actual political situation in our region, in order to analyze whether there has been progress in building democracy and in the exercise of citizenship, as well as to determine what risks exists of going backward or destroying these democratic gains. The historic development of democracy is not linear, but sprinkled with advances and setbacks. In many cases these ups and downs are normal symptoms of a complex process, but in others, they may constitute actual breaches of the foundations of democracy.  
I have already stated that we have made considerable progress in the exercise of democracy through the electoral process.  Governments are created through clean, secret, universal elections and they regularly change hands among different political groups, without significant disruption.  In recent years, governments have also increased their staying power. Today, unlike the 1990s, most governments remain in office until the end of their term.

Nevertheless, our government institutions are fragile.  If you look at each of the elements defined by the Charter as essential for democracy, you will observe progress and areas of continued concern. For instance, there is clearly greater respect for human rights today than just 20 years ago; yet violations continue, including police abuse, subhuman conditions in prisons, persistent violence against women, and discrimination against vulnerable groups. Similarly, in various countries issues of transparency and probity have been the object of specific legislation and in general there is more control of the exercise of government authority. But, in far too many other countries there is still abuse of authority and a lack of respect for political opposition. Finally, while there have been important judicial reforms across the region access to justice is limited and generally favors the more privileged in society.
In this context, I would like to draw attention to four areas of concern, which I believe could give rise to threats that would jeopardize the very existence of democracy as the chosen political system in our region:

1.- Despite the advances in recent years, poverty and inequality continue to be the primary obstacles to the advancement of Latin America and the Caribbean. The fact that over one-third of its inhabitants continues to live in poverty is not consistent with a region with our level of development.  The fact that 1% of the population accounts for more than 50% of the national income does not fit with our democratic discourse.  Neither tax systems nor labor laws have been reformed to provide for a better distribution of wealth. Recent OECD studies show virtually zero change in the Gini Coefficient after taxes in our region.  As I said before, poverty in Latin America and the Caribbean has a gender and a color.  The indigenous poor, the Afro-American poor, poor persons with disabilities, and poor female heads of household are the true faces of our poverty.

The paradox this region faces is that, as political democracy becomes the norm, our societies are becoming increasingly economically and socially segmented and unequal. The higher-income minority enjoys the benefits of education, health, private security and other ostentatious consumption, which the lower income majority can observe, but cannot access.

Moreover, in societies as unequal as ours, the dominant sectors tend to look apprehensively on any reform process.  Attempts to correct a democratic process by nondemocratic means were common in our Hemisphere during the first half of the century. Contrary to what many think, these types of practices have not been completely eradicated.  For example, now that the period of brutal and long-lasting dictatorial “national security” regimes is over, a “corrective coup” may seem like an interesting praetorian option, as demonstrated by the recent coup in Honduras.
2.- Today crime is a major threat to democracy.  Although the official discourse generally places political priority on other very important issues, such as growth, poverty, or sustainable development, the truth is that crime, drug trafficking and a general feeling of public insecurity have become the major concerns of citizens in our Hemisphere.  Some countries of Latin America and the Caribbean have crime rates four times as high as the global average.  The increase in drug trafficking and the its related crimes of money laundering and other highly lucrative criminal pursuits, has given rise to criminal corporations who enjoy the protection of their own private armies. These criminal groups are jockeying for control of areas of our territory and pose a threat to our national security and those who enforce it.
Corruption, an endemic evil in some of our societies, provides fertile ground for the political penetration of organized crime. These criminal elements do not hesitate to resort to crime to deal with their opponents, or to buy off those persons vulnerable to their influence.  Today, it is critical to defend a clean political process, not only to ensure the equal participation of citizens, but also, and especially in the most vulnerable countries, to combat drug trafficking and organized crime in the public sector.
3.   We have weak and poorly financed governments trying to tackle these serious problems.  Our governments, in response to their citizens (and exaggerated electoral promises), take on social and security responsibilities that they are not in a position to fulfill, because they lack the requisite strong institutions and resources. Government reform in Latin America and the Caribbean must start with fiscal reform, which will increase government revenue and simultaneously, act as  a legitimate method for the redistribution of revenue in society. This practice is the norm in the countries of the developed world. 

4.- In the context of a legitimate political struggle, the democratic fallacy that the majority has the right to change the system as it sees fit has been gaining force. As such, it tends to accumulate power and to disregard the participation and rights of minorities.  The justification for this temptation is always the urgent need to “complete a task” or to deal some crises in society.  But if institutions and laws are changed for this reason, these institutions are weakened, as is ultimately the democracy they claim to defend. 

In some countries, there have recently been substantive constitutional changes that have yet to prove their capacity to forge stable governments.  In others, the temptation to reform laws governing the length of terms of office and re-election arises every time the party in power sees a possible political advantage to be had.  In so doing, they frequently amend laws regulating fundamental aspects of democracy, including the exercise of public freedoms.  Latin America is constantly reviewing its political institutions. We should be concerned, however, that in some countries this process is not the result of a legitimate desire to create a broader consensus and greater stability in society, but rather to take advantage of electoral advantages to preserve or enhance an administration’s power.

Especially worrisome is the attempt to control the branch of government on which the very survival/ subsistence of the rule of law relies:  the Judicial Branch.  The tendency to judicialize politics is negative in and of itself, but if a political sector controls the justice system, it leaves its opponents defenseless and illegitimately alters the political equilibrium of society.

Similarly, [government?] control of the media poses a serious risk to democracy in societies in which effective freedom of expression depends on it. One area of concern is the fact that the majority of the citizens lack access [to the press?], due to the concentration of the media/property in the hands of just a few persons or firms, sometimes linked to the those holding economic power.  Of similar concern, is the introduction of various types of controls that eliminate free opposition on the legitimate pretext of breaking the monopoly of the media.  A way to tackle these issues is to implement laws that fully guarantee the free circulation of ideas by all citizens by setting objective limits on the degree of concentration of the media that disseminates information in society.

I agree that success in politics has to do with attaining results, but these results cannot be the sole justification for changing the rules of the game and employing any and all means to prolong an administration’s term in office.  In a democracy, all power must have limits; otherwise, power-hungry leaders could replace institutions, giving rise to new forms of “Caesarism,” which we have already seen in the Hemisphere during another period of our history

I have emphasized these negative trends, so that I can conclude with a positive assessment and a warning.  In a recent book on democracy, Charles Tilly referred to three large-scale processes that give form to democracy or, on the contrary, can represent historical setbacks that can destroy democracy when they are prolonged or reappear.  These are: (1) suppression of power centers outside the government; (2) elimination of inequalities between categories, i.e., rigid divisions between social sectors; and (3) and the generation of “trust networks” within society.  In layman’s terms, these processes could be described as: (1) suppression of real powers; (2) elimination of inequalities between categories (I am retaining this expression); and (3) creation of basic consensuses. 

There is no doubt that our societies have made important progress in these three areas, with natural limitations if we consider the time period involved.  Real power centers still remain in part, especially in the economic arena, but have been greatly reduced in military and religious spheres.  Even if inequalities of race and gender persist as an objective factor of poverty and discrimination, there has been considerable headway in almost completely eliminating these inequalities in our laws.  And, especially in the 1990s, basic consensuses were formed, that gave rise to democratically elected systems, to respect for minorities, and to significant advances in the area of human rights.

Nonetheless, the risks of de-construction (destruction) are there, as I pointed out earlier.  Criminal groups today are a seed of independent power. They control their own territories and of course obey their own laws, which they impose on others outside the authority of the state.  The privileges that some people enjoy and the existence of social systems (health, education, and security) that are differentiated in terms of access and quality lead to the creation of distinct categories of citizens.  In some countries, previously existing consensuses are giving rise to extreme political polarization, and this is not a good foundation for the urgent reforms required in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

In short, although democracy is making major gains in the region, based on many of the constructive factors I discussed earlier, the elements of its destruction exist alongside this strengthened democracy.  Interaction between these two opposing tendencies on the political front will determine whether, this time, our region takes advantage of the major opportunities offered by the global economy or if it will remain, as it has so many times in the past, at the “threshold,” a prisoner of its own phantoms.  

� The paradox is that the region has abundant energy sources and several of its countries are global actors in this area.  But the majority do not have adequate sources, and high prices generally threaten economic stability.





