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It is with great pleasure that I join you here today at the opening of the Third Inter-American Meeting of Ministers of Culture and Highest Appropriate Authorities.  It is of particular significance that this Ministerial meeting is being held in Canada, and especially in Montreal, one of the most diverse cities of the world. Canada’s identity has been built on its diversity, its openness to the world, its principles of mutual respect, civility, and inter-cultural dialogue.

We appreciate the hospitality extended by the Government of Canada and the Province of Quebec, who generously and enthusiastically offered to host this meeting of Culture Authorities of the Americas to reflect about the role governments, multilateral organizations, and civil society can play in the protection and promotion of our cultural heritage, diversity, dignity, identity, and well-being.
Minister Beverly J. Oda and the Department of Canadian Heritage have provided invaluable leadership, which had borne fruit as we all meet here today, and for that we thank Minister Oda and her staff.

Our Heads of State at the Summits of the Americas have clearly acknowledged the prominent place culture has in our societies.  Through the culture ministerial process that began in Cartagena, Colombia, in 2002 and continued in Mexico City in 2004; you, the Authorities of Culture, have shaped the inter-American dialogue on culture.

We meet here to continue this process.  The four topics which we will be discussing during these two days respond to the priorities set forth by the Heads of State during the 2005 Mar del Plata Summit of the Americas.

They stated “We recognize the important link between development and culture and we agree that support for culture in its many dimensions contributes to, among other things, the preservation and protection of national heritage, the enhancement of the dignity and identity of our people, the creation of decent jobs, and the overcoming of poverty”.

Culture encompasses many aspects of human, social, and economic development. It is essential for integral development, even beyond its economic, quantifiable dimensions. Moreover, cultural exchanges and dialogue represent invaluable tools for crafting more peaceful and stable societies in an environment of mutual respect.

The Hemisphere’s desire to forge a democratic citizenship will be fully realized when our educational curricula at all levels help to create a culture of democracy by valuing diversity and human rights and fostering an atmosphere of mutual respect.  These are principles and ideas contained in the OAS Charter, the Democratic Charter and other inter-American instruments. So, instead of considered a divisive factor, culture will become truly the cement for unity of the components of our societies and the world, based on mutual respect, understanding and appreciation.
But before we can reach this stage of our relationship, we need to understand, appreciate and know each other and each others cultures, value system, history, geography and living circumstances.  You will be surprised to know how little we in the Americas know about each other !  We will need to promote cultural exchanges between our nations, stimulate travel by students and others throughout the Hemisphere, etc.
The OAS Charter is very clear about the role of culture in building peaceful societies and sustainable economies, when it states in article 47 “The Member States will give primary importance within their development plans to the encouragement of education, science, technology, and culture, oriented toward the overall improvement of the individual, and as a foundation for democracy, social justice, and progress.”
In fact, through this Culture Ministerial, we are strengthening peace in the Americas, we are enhancing understanding among the diverse peoples of our region and we are reinforcing the basis for economic prosperity and integration.  Furthermore, we are creating the appropriate environment for the individuals in our Hemisphere to realize their full potential within their own cultural values, traditions, and ideals, as well as peaceful coexistence.

In the last few years, there have been many efforts in the region to measure the economic contributions of cultural industries to our economies.  The numbers are compelling.  As stated in the concept paper presented by Brazil, some estimates show the cultural economy is growing at a rate of 6.3% per year, and in the World Bank figures culture accounts for 7% of global GDP in 2003.

I would also like to mention the contributions of culture to the tourism industry. In many of the OAS member states, historical sites, cuisine, dance and music, and many other cultural features are the reasons for tourists to travel to these countries and regions.  Further analysis and study are needed to develop cultural indicators and to measure the contributions of culture to development in each of our member states.  We need to support these economies in strengthening their capacity to access markets in a competitive global environment.  Collective marketing efforts and the increased use of communication technology should be promoted.
The leadership of the OAS has reiterated on many occasions that integral development is one of the fundamental pillars of the Organization, of equal importance to strengthening of democracy and multidimensional security.  The OAS is committed to working with and for its member states to address in depth, and in a holistic manner, the issues of development, environment, education, poverty, employment, social inclusion and good governance.  The objective has been to coordinate policies, create networks of horizontal cooperation, and craft more effective development strategies.  These efforts should form the backbone of the multilateral work to move toward fulfillment of the Millennium Development Goals.

Looking at the work done so far, the progress reports in fulfillment of the commitments acquired at the Mexico Ministerial two years ago, confirms that we are advancing.  Member states have reported on their progress on acquiring a better understanding of the economic impact of culture, an important step in the formulation of sound and informed policies.  I am pleased that through the Inter-American Committee on Culture (CIC), and through the model of sub-regional workshops to share good programs and practices, supported by electronic networks of policy makers, researchers and practitioners, we are supporting your priorities.

I would like to recognize the work done by the Inter-American Committee of Culture (CIC), and especially by its Authorities. The leadership provided by Canada as Chair, and by Brazil, Guatemala, Jamaica, and the United States as co-chairs, in steering the CIC work has been fundamental to turning Ministerial mandates into concrete cooperation.  I also want to acknowledge the work and support provided by the OAS Department of Education and Culture, which serves as Technical Secretariat to the Culture Ministerial and the CIC playing an important role in coordinating these initiatives.

This Ministerial meeting will result in an agenda of concrete inter-American cooperation in culture for the next two years.  As we are all aware, the resources are limited, the needs and aspirations enormous.  But working together – 34 member states, international organizations, private and civil society groups – we can support the preservation and promotion of our cultural heritage and culture’s vast contribution to our economies, our democratic societies, and to social inclusion in our Hemisphere.


In closing, Culture Authorities, this Ministerial provides us a space to decide how we, the OAS member states, wish to cooperate with one another in these and many other aspects.  I am convinced that if we want to fulfill the vision put forward by our Heads of State in the Summits of the Americas process, to create in the words of the former Prime Minister of Canada, Jean Chretien, “una gran familia de las Américas”, we have no choice but to work together, to learn from one another, to find mechanisms of cooperation, and to share our practices and experiences. The time is now to explore together how we can better design cultural policies that meet the needs of our peoples and respond to the challenges of our times, and improve their well being and lives in a meaningful way.  I realize that this is a complex task, but at the same time ultimately a rewarding one as it will contribute to peace security and prosperity in the Americas.

Thank you
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