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SPEECH FROM THE CHAIR OF THE FTAA TRADE NEGOTIATIONS COMMITTEE, AMBASSADOR ROBERTO BETANCOURT, VICE MINISTER OF FOREIGN RELATIONS IN ECUADOR

TENTH MEETING OF THE FTAA TRADE NEGOTIATIONS COMMITTEE

Honorable Vice Ministers, distinguished delegates: 

It is my great pleasure, as Chair of the FTAA Trade Negotiations Committee, to welcome you to the Tenth Meeting of the TNC on the Island of Margarita, one of the favored places in the beautiful land of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. 

We are honored to have the meeting formally inaugurated by Venezuelan Minister of Production and Trade Mrs. Adina Bastidas, whom I thank, on behalf of all the delegations, for the courtesy and kindness shown us during these last few days, which reflects the legendary hospitality of the Venezuelan people.

The forum that begins today is of great importance within the context of the formation of a free trade area for the Hemisphere, a process on which we have focused our keenest efforts over the last several years.

The 2001-2002 biennium has been challenging and has also brought with it problems for the regional integration processes arising from the various crises experienced by several countries in the region. Progress towards consolidating the customs unions has stalled and, as ECLAC points out, even some earlier achievements have been undone.

Recently, actions outside this hemisphere to create free trade areas have intensified, which could diffuse efforts geared toward achieving the overarching goal of hemispheric integration.

We must be firm in our conviction that hemispheric integration and its consolidation into an institutional framework is the right option for us. There are signs indicating that the creation of the FTAA will stimulate, through free trade and differential treatment for countries according to their level of development, economic growth and improved standards of living for our nations.

However, creating the FTAA requires the active participation of the public and private sectors and civil society in an open dialogue that generates proposals and addresses concerns about the way in which the costs and benefits of the process will be distributed.

Standing aloof from the FTAA process is not, in any way, a valid option. In fact, it means a lost opportunity to participate in creating rules and guidelines that must respond to the social and economic needs of developing countries, at a time when the interdependence of nations is an objective reality.

As we look forward to the formation of the FTAA, some achievements are already there to be seen. Nevertheless, the issues pending resolution by the Trade Negotiations Committee are precisely those issues that will define the basic rules for negotiating specific commitments in the trade in agricultural and nonagricultural goods, services, investment, and government procurement.

In light of the complexity surrounding the definition of the negotiating methods and modalities for these groups, delegations must maintain a flexible and positive attitude if we are to fulfill the mandate issued last year at the Buenos Aires Ministerial Meeting by the Ministers Responsible for Trade in the Hemisphere.

Failing to adopt this attitude as our way forward would delay the creation of the FTAA, send mixed signals to the economic agents within and without the region, and damage the credibility of public actions taken, in this case, by trade authorities.

This is a commitment that we must fulfill in earnest. The Chair lends it full support and dedication to the achievement of this goal.

Thank you very much.
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