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As Assistant Secretary for Legal Affairs of the Organization of American States, I would like to begin by thanking the Government of Canada for its generous hospitality. On behalf of the Secretary General of the Organization of American States, Dr. Cesar Gaviria, I wish to apologize for his absence here today. Due to unforeseeable circumstances beyond the control of the Secretary General, he has asked me to represent our Organization, and to address this meeting on the issue of mutual legal assistance in criminal matters.  This topic is not only an important issue to him, but to the Organization of American States as well. 
On behalf of all of us I want to thank the Minister of Justice, the Honorable Martin Cauchon, for the strong support he has provided for preparing and holding this meeting.  In particular, I also want to emphasize the lead role that Canada, through its pertinent officials, has undertaken in spearheading this important initiative on mutual legal assistance in criminal matters along with the other members of the working group (Argentina, the Bahamas and El Salvador).

We are gathered here this week to undertake the first of three specialized technical meetings within the framework of the Meetings of Ministers of Justice or of Justice or Attorneys General of the Americas (REMJA), and in accordance with the recommendations adopted by REMJA-IV in its last regular meeting, held in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, in March of 2002.  This meeting and the issue of mutual legal assistance in criminal matters represents an opportunity for the countries of the Hemisphere to come together to discuss, share and implement ideas to make mutual legal assistance a more effective and efficient tool in combating crime, and, in particular, organized transnational crime, including terrorism.

The issue of mutual legal assistance has evolved from a process.  It finds its origins in the Summit of the Americas meetings since its second summit in Santiago, Chile, and most recently during its last meeting, in Quebec City, where the Heads of State and Government of the Hemisphere mandated, within the OAS framework, the establishment of “an Internet-based network of information among competent legal authorities on extradition and mutual legal assistance to facilitate direct communications among them on a regular basis and to identify common problems in handling specific cases and issues that merit collective attention and resolution.”

In following-up this mandate, the Meeting of Ministers of Justice or of Ministers or Attorneys General of the Americas (REMJA) has been moving towards advancing and implementing the mandates derived from the Summit process. To this end, each meeting of the Ministers of Justice and Attorneys General has included in its recommendations the need to promote mutual legal assistance in a flexible and effective manner.  During the Third Meeting of Ministers of Justice and Attorneys General of the Americas held in March 2000 in San José, Costa Rica, the Ministers of Justice of the OAS member countries decided to increase and improve the information exchanges among OAS member states in the area of mutual legal assistance in criminal matters. Specifically, the Ministers recommended that an electronic information network be set up involving representatives responsible for preparing recommendations on mutual legal assistance that will be studied at the next meeting of the Ministers of Justice.

Finally, as part of the work undertaken by the working group set up for the purpose of fulfilling the mandate (which included Canada, Argentina, the Bahamas and El Salvador), the results of that hard work were displayed during the Ministers’ Fourth Meeting, in March 2002, where they decided to take this initiative on mutual legal assistance in criminal matters a step further by underscoring the relevance and importance in bringing together all the countries of the hemisphere to come on board with this initiative.

In fact, the Ministers highlighted within their recommendations that a group of governmental experts in the area of mutual legal and judicial cooperation in criminal matters, be convened as soon as possible.  This group is to include the Central Authorities for the inter-American treaties on legal and judicial cooperation.  They also recommended that the Working Group, (made up of Argentina, The Bahamas, Canada, and El Salvador), with the support of the OAS General Secretariat, continue its activities so that this network may extend to all countries of the Americas.
In the next three days you will focus on the problems and difficulties facing Central Authorities and other experts in making legal and judicial cooperation more efficient and effective in combating the various forms of organized transnational crime.  The same goes for the exchange of ideas on specific actions that could or should be taken or encouraged, at the hemispheric level, to overcome the problems or difficulties identified. 

Honourable Minister of Justice and distinguished delegates:
The investigation, prosecution and suppression of crime for the protection of the citizens and the maintenance of peace and public order is an important goal of all organized societies. The pursuit of that goal cannot realistically be confined within national boundaries. That has long been the case, but it is increasingly evident today.
Transnational crime is a growing industry. Criminals have access to enhanced methods of communication and travel through which they can flee from detection and prosecution and conceal the evidence of and profits from their crimes. As criminals continue to perfect their techniques and are quick to take advantage of national boundaries to shield themselves from justice, law enforcement authorities throughout the world must unite to combat this common threat.
Mutual legal assistance is an important mechanism through which the international community can more effectively suppress transnational crime. The OAS recognizes the importance of mutual legal assistance and other forms of cooperation in criminal matters. This initiative is a tool that will enable the Central Authorities of the OAS member countries to become more familiar with the justice systems that are working together to fight crime.

We are meeting in a particularly difficult and challenging time for the hemispheric community of nations. We are not here by coincidence, but because we share the same concerns and responsibilities. Terrorists and international criminals of all kinds represent a tremendous challenge and threat to our democracies. And yet we can be certain that the forces of crime will not prevail if we are able to work together.

I am sure that this Ottawa meeting of Central Authorities and other experts in mutual legal assistance in criminal matters will be remembered as a fundamental step forward in strengthening our hemispheric cooperation, and uniting our hemispheric efforts with those initiatives taking place in different forums.  The view of all these forums is cooperation in the fight against terrorism and organized transnational crime in the Americas.

I wish you great success in your deliberations.

