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Friends and Colleagues:

I am delighted to join you for this important meeting of the Ministers of Trade at a critical time in your negotiations of a Free Trade Area of the Americas.

This is a project which can and must bring a new level of prosperity and fairness to all our citizens.

I want to begin by thanking the Co-Chairs of this meeting, United States Trade Representative, Robert Zoellick, and Brazil’s Minister of Trade, Celso Amorim, for having invited Jaques and Carlos and myself on behalf of the Ministers of Labour of the Americas to be with you today.

Last November in Quito you took the historic step of calling on the Ministers of Labour to share with you our report on the labour dimensions of economic integration.

Today we are taking another historic step together.  There is no question – these are steps in the right direction.

For the past two years, it has been my privilege to preside over the Inter-American Conference of Ministers of Labour during a period of unprecedented international cooperation in the labour field among our countries.

At the Quebec City Summit, our leaders called on the Ministers of Labour to carry out one of the most important jobs in the Summit agenda:  namely, to make globalization benefit working people.

The leaders of our governments recognize that the benefits of free trade and economic growth must reach all levels of the economy, including the working level.  Without a strong labour agenda there will not be a successful Summit of the Americas process.

We heard that message from our leaders and we took it seriously.

The Leaders said that first and foremost, Labour Ministers must protect fundamental rights.  But we must go further.

We must put a priority on human capital, on the best and widest use of technology, on highly productive and cooperative workplaces, and on efficient and fair labour markets.

Over the last two years, I have learned a great deal from my colleagues in the Americas.  I have learned about the great challenges faced in many countries.  Social exclusion, unemployment, and growing informal sectors create tremendous obstacles to prosperity and fairness.

I have also learned that no country can overcome these problems on its own.  We are a community of nations and we need to learn to work together as a community.

That is what the Summit of the Americas process is all about.  Through that process the Americas can become a model to the world in spreading the benefits of the international economy to the working person.

As you may know, over the last few years in the Labour Ministers Conference, beginning in Ottawa and continuing in Salvador, business and labour were given a major role in our work, and took their places as full participants at our table.

We also made a point of focusing on the smaller economies and enabling them to be fully involved in the process.

Our Declaration of Salvador recognizes the vital importance of giving the labour dimension a central place in economic policy making.

We believe strongly in your work and in the long term value of international trade.

However, we focused our attention on the impacts trade will have on our labour force and on the need to enable workers and companies to adjust to the changes that trade brings with it.

We need to continue this work and look at the specific questions about trade and labour that matter most in each of our regions and in each of our nations.

We need to strengthen our capacity to deal with these changes.  We need to deepen our government to government cooperation, and strengthen our partnerships with key international organizations.

In our Conference we have found that the agendas of governments, labour organizations and employer groups can and do coincide.   Our goals are the same – improving the economy for the benefit of workers and employers throughout the hemisphere.

We all accept the simple economic principle that those who produce the products and services in the economy should also be able to consume them.

We live in an integrating world where constant change is becoming a way of life.  In this world, we face a choice.

We can be reactive, watching the forces of globalization and technological change sweep over us, and struggling to deal with them after the fact.

Or we can roll up our sleeves and build the instruments of dialogue and cooperation that will allow us to stay on top of globalization.  The choice is clear.

We must address the concerns that people have in the face of globalization by sitting down together and finding constructive ways to adjust to the new challenges.

Trade should respect fundamental labour principles.  And those principles should respect the importance of trade.  We need to start talking about how to make sure this happens.

This is why I believe this meeting is so important.  And it should not be a rare event or an unusual one.  In many successful companies it is common for business and labour to work together in the face of the challenges of competing in the modern economy.

When we opened the door to business and labour in our Ottawa Conference, and this was repeated in Salvador two months ago, they immediately responded by sitting down and developing a joint statement to us on how they see the way forward, and stressing how much they want to work together with each other and with governments in this process.

Their views are reflected in the report we have presented to you.

We have made these recommendations a part of our new Action Plan.

But the overall message that we have for this table, I believe, is this:

We need to create a space where people who are concerned about free trade, concerned about its impacts on their jobs and on their companies, can express those concerns and be heard; where fact can be separated from fiction; and

where practical responses to real issues can be found.

You as Ministers of Trade of the Americas are to be congratulated for your vision of an open and transparent process of negotiations, and now even more so with your openness to hearing from our Conference of Labour Ministers where business and labour are playing such an important role.

This is how the Americas will succeed.  This is how open dialogue will replace resistance and suspicion.

This is how we will find the answers that as democracies we are looking for to grow our economies and benefit all our people.  

Over the past two years because of the Summit of the Americas process, Labour Ministers from all of our nations have worked together as never before.

And you can see from our presentations to you today, we have achieved a high level of consensus and we have a great momentum behind us, one that included our business and labour leaders. 

I believe that all of us must remain committed to sustaining the momentum of the Summit of the Americas.  

I want to thank everyone in this room for your cooperation and for the privilege of working with you.

In particular, I want to thank Jaques and Carlos and the governments of Brazil and Mexico for their tremendous support to the Conference of Labour Ministers.

And I want to say a special word of thanks to my colleague Pierre Pettigrew for the wonderful cooperation he and his team have given myself and the Labour ministers process over the past years.

I wish you every possible success in your work as Trade Ministers which can bring so much hope to the people of the Americas.

Obrigada, Merci, Gracias.

