“Regionalism, Regional Security and Civil Society of the Greater Caribbean 

in the New Global Environment”

A CRIES Regional Conference
NARRATIVE REPORT

As part of CRIES programs aimed at strengthening regional integration and civil society participation, and particularly within the framework of CRIES Cuban/Caribbean Program, on February 25th, 26th and 27th 2004 the international conference “Regionalism, Regional Security and Civil Society of the Greater Caribbean in the New Global Environment” was held at “Casa de las Américas” in Havanna, Cuba. The event was organized by CRIES and had as main objectives:

   - a) to discuss the role and points of view of Civil Society Organizations (CSO), networks and academic centers in relation to subregional, regional and hemispheric governance and public policies, Greater Caribbean integration, gender equity, sustainable development and environmental risks, and regional peace and security issues; 

    - b) to analyze and discuss the main issues and priorities of the regional security and integration agenda after S-11;

    - c) to discuss the regional strategies that will allow CSO, as members of CRIES and the Citizens Diplomacy Forum (FDC) created in 2001, to influence regional organizations and multilateral institutions; 

    - d) to strengthen networking between CSOs and academic institutions and develop joint strategies to improve the interaction between these and inter-governmental organizations, governments, international agencies and multilateral institutions; and

    - e) to prepare the inputs for a collective volume with the results of the Conference.

81 participants from Cuba, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Saint Vincent and the Granadines, Colombia, Mexico, Dominican Republic, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Venezuela, Haiti, Grenada, the United States, Canada, Uruguay and Argentina participated in the conference.  The participants represented different civil society organizations and networks, NGOs, research centers and academic institutions of Latin America and the Caribbean. They all made contributions towards reinforcing good governance and regional integration in the Americas and building sustainable, equitable and inclusive development through a more active role of civil society in research and advocacy. 

During the first day of the event, there were 3 plenary sessions in which papers related to globalization, regionalization and regional security after S-11 and the war in Irak, as well as the security new threats to Latin American and Caribbean countries, were presented and discussed.

Within this framework, the participants discussed about the situation of the Greater Caribbean in the context of globalization and regionalization, the role of the United States in the region, the current state of affairs in Colombia, the potential spillover of the Colombian conflict to other countries, its impact on hemispheric relations, the advantages and disadvantages of the ratification of the Central American Free Trade Area (CAFTA), the current threats to security that Central American and Caribbean countries are facing, with special references to the cases of the political crisis in Panama and Venezuela, the unchained violence in Haiti worsen by the illicit traffic and  the possession of small arms, migrations flows as a source of instability, the process of “securitization” of the sub-region’s agenda, and the current hemispheric trend linking the development and security agendas and the prioritization of security issues. Special attention was paid to hemispheric dynamics and current regional fragmentation regarding security issues and free trade agreements. In this regard, several interventions addressed the issue of the alignment of several Central American and Andean countries with the U.S. position with regards to the Iraq invasion, and the polarization of positions vis-à-vis the FTAA between the U.S. and its partners, on one side, and Mercosur and Caricom countries on the other, particularly after the Puebla conference.

As a result of the presentations and the debate at the plenary sessions, several preliminary recommendations were pointed out:

· The need for SCO and academic organizations to work on projects that could contribute to preserve the consolidation of democratic regimes and institutions as well as social, political and civil rights in the countries of the region, threaten by a new regional, hemispheric and global environment which priorize  security matters over social and economic ones; 

· The urge to identify and implement effective CSO advocacy with the governments of the Grater Caribbean and the regional and multilateral organizations, to promote a pro-active agenda that can prevent the emergence of those threats, which can impact negatively on the democratic achievements of the last two decades.

· The need to contribute to strengthen the cooperation among societies and governments of the region and to reactivate and deepen the processes of regional and subregional integration.

· The need to encourage a higher level of participation of CSOs and networks in regional and hemispheric processes.

On February 26th, simultaneous panels were held, where the participants presented papers on integration in the Greater Caribbean; civil society, development and gender issues, environmental matters, and regional governance and public policies.

In the two “Integration in the Greater Caribbean” panels, the participants addressed the current state of regional and subregional processes of integration, their potentialities and vulnerabilities, and the impact of hemispheric and global dynamics. There was a coincidence in the need to re-launch these processes, which for the last years have stagnated. Some of the main difficulties that the participants found when analyzing this issue were the absence of national strategic goals and long-term policies within a regional framework, as well as the lack of identification of and the support to the development of the most dynamic sectors of the economies of the Caribbean Basin. After the presentations, there was a debate on Brazil’s new regional leadership and its implications for the Greater Caribbean and Latin America in general. There was also a conceptual discussion on the different approaches to the concept of “integration”, and strong criticisms to the uni-dimensional, strictly economic points of view on integration. Among the conclusions of this panel, we can mention: a) the urge to achieve and develop  new civil society participation mechanisms in order to influence governmental agencies which negotiate free-trade agreements; b) the need to strengthen the negotiating capacity of small economies; and c) the importance of referring to the cultural, religious, economic, social and political dimensions of integration dynamics.

The “Civil society, development and gender” panel addressed the absence of specific plans, and lack of long-term public policies and governmental commitments related to gender and development matters. It was stressed that there is a growing gap in the region between women’s qualifications and their participation in society. As a consequence of the situation described by the panelist on gender and development matters, when the time came to draw conclusions, they referred mostly to the need of developing a consistent  research program to elaborate recommendations and proposals for policy-makers, and to establish a fluent interlocution with them.

According to specialists at the “Civil society and environment” panel, the environmental issue is transversal to the rest of the topics addressed during the Conference. Also the control over natural resources is currently a key security issue in Latin American and the Caribbean regional agendas. Another concern was the fact that there are no risk management projects thought for people who are extremely vulnerable to natural disasters, which is of particular concern both for the Caribbean and the Central American small countries. In this regard, the local communities should be involved and work on these programs in order to mitigate the consequences of disasters. All the participants mentioned the importance of the role of CSOs and networks in building sustainable societies and implementing adequate development strategies. 

Once the presentations were over (see attached program), the participants of the “Regional Governance and Public Policies” panel focused their discussion on the fact that more public policies that combine economic and human development are needed in Central America and the Caribbean, but this is not possible if the countries of the region have not established long-term policy goals. 

In addition to the plenary sessions and the simultaneous panels, there were held two workshops. 

The first one of them, on “Regional and Subregional Integration Networks” presented six different experiences and networks that have been successful in studying the integration dynamics in each subregion of Latin America and the Caribbean. The participants, after presenting the different regional initiatives stressed the need to identify possible ways in which their research programs could be coordinated and contribute to a joint Latin American and Caribbean effort. They also suggested comparing the Latin American integration processes with the European Union, in order to find differences and similarities that could help to improve the first ones. 

The second workshop, held on February 27th. was on the civil society role in conflict prevention. It started with the presentation of the program “The Role of Civil Society in Conflict Prevention in Latin America and the Caribbean”, designed by CRIES and the European Center for Conflict Prevention (ECCP). Afterwards, the document “Peace, Security and Conflict Prevention in Latin America and the Caribbean” (see www.cries.org for Spanish and English versions of these documents) was discussed, and case-studies corresponding to different countries were presented. At this stage, most of the comments were made by the Cuban participants stressing the question on whether conflict prevention could be used as a means of preventing social change and pointing out that humanitarian and conflict prevention external intervention collides with national sovereignty. Regarding the Cuban, Jamaican, Trinidadian, Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast and Eastern Caribbean case studies presented, it was pointed out that several grass-root organizations have been making great efforts in order to help building a culture of peace in the region through community and national level programs, mostly through conflict mediation and armed violence prevention. The role that women have played in local experiences of conflict prevention and resolution also was stressed. Drug-trafficking, transnational crime, public security and development patterns that generate exclusion and poverty were seen as the most important issues that need to be addressed in the Caribbean region, when dealing with conflict prevention. Unfortunately, due to the Haitian crisis, invited Haitian participants were not able to assist and contribute with the presentation of the Haitian case, which was, however, pointed out as one of the main potential sources of regional conflict.

During the conference, some problems were identified, including: 

 - a) the stagnation of the regional integration processes;

 - b) the great influence and impact of the United States policies and security agenda in the Greater Caribbean; and 

 - c) a limited role and participation of civil society in policy-making processes, due both to CSOs weaknesses and the absence of participatory mechanisms at the regional level.

As a result, the participants recommended: 

 - a) to strengthen civil society participation and advocacy work, through a more detailed identification of weaknesses and capacities, and through the formulation of a pro-active and substantive CSO agenda, with the support of the academic community;

 - b) to support and strengthen the consolidation of regional institutions, particularly where civil society participation is possible. 

According to the recommendations and conclusions reached by the participants throughout the event, a first assessment of the conference was that the objectives of the Conference were fulfilled. Within this framework, given CRIES social actor status at the Association of Caribbean States (ACS), and its consultative status at the Organization of American States (OAS), the recommendations and proposals of the conference will be presented, through different channels, to these organizations and to CARICOM and the Central American Integration System, with the aim of strengthening the dialogue and interlocution with regional organizations, and to continue working to raise CSOs and networks profile and capacities through networking, grass-root consultations, research and dissemination strategies. In this regard, most of the research papers prepared by the participants of the conference will be published and disseminated through the Regional Integration Yearbook (Anuario de la Integración Regional), and the trilingual academic journal Pensamiento Propio, published by CRIES and distributed widely in the region, and  through a special volume on security issues.

The first assessment of the results of the Conference, made by CRIES Board on February 28th, is highly  positive, basically due to three indicators: 

1) A high level of participation of Grater Caribbean and Latin American and Caribbean academics and CSO representatives.

2) The positive response of cooperation agencies, representatives from foreign embassies and Cuban governmental officials, and particularly the sponsoring and the presence at the opening session of the Cuban Vice-Minister of Science and Technology. It is worth to mention that Canadian representatives from IDRC and FOCAL also participated at the conference.

3) Press-coverage at the Granma newspaper, even if the conference was not open to general public.

However, CRIES Board stressed that it is necessary to increase in future events the participation of representatives from regional and international organizations. Norman Girvan (former Secretary General of the ACS) and Rubén Silié (elected Secretary-General of the ACS) were invited, but they could not assist because the conference was held at the time Silié was taking office. In addition to this, there were no representatives from the OAS because the Conference took place in Cuba.

Also, CRIES Board stressed the need to increase the participation of Central American CSOs, networks, and academics.

It is worth mentioning the role of women throughout the whole process of organizing the conference. Both the CRIES Board of Directors and the Executive Committee are balanced in terms of gender.  The Academic Committee in charge of selecting the papers for the conference was exclusively composed by women. 46.91 % of the participants at the conference were women, who were not only engaged as panelists but also as conveners during the simultaneous panels and at the workshops. There was also a panel addressing gender issues, and presentations at the Conflict Prevention workshop as well as in other panels stressed the importance of strengthening the participation of women particularly with regards to the regional building of a culture of peace.

This conference would not have been possible without the support of several donors. Therefore, the participants were informed about the foundations and agencies that were backing CRIES’ efforts in the preparation of the conference. 

For more information about the conference please visit CRIES’ web page (www.cries.org).

