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It seems overdue for Latin America to explore the idea of creating a more appropriate structure for very early, preventive, consensual diplomacy. Democratic governability has proven to be a difficult task after several Latin American presidents lost their jobs to crises that appeared “written on the wall,” but which they were unable to prevent from occurring. 

Following the global pattern, most of the conflicts that now exist and have the potential to escalate on the continent are internal to these countries. The possibility of inter-State conflict still remains, but its likelihood is much reduced and its potential for spillover is less likely still. By contrast, the destabilizing and otherwise negative effects both within and beyond borders of intra-State conflicts, of varying kinds, persist.

In Latin America we are witnessing several types of conflict situations. Some, such as that in Colombia, are in an advanced stage of development. Others are at an early stage and are already having a negative impact on the governability of several countries. 
	'Specifically, the need for a quiet, early, preventive and rather consensual style of diplomacy... is becoming more evident all the time.'



The latter can be differentiated into several categories according to the actors, social context and issues involved. Some have to do with minority or indigenous peoples’ rights, others relate to the use of local (and sometimes transfrontier) resources, such as water. Most have to do with the deterioration of social relations and standards of living affecting the poor, but particularly the middle classes resulting from the incapacity of the local economies to operate in an efficient and equitable fashion, the rigid imposition of some IMF financial dogmas, and the burden of the external debt on their economies. In an increasingly globalized world, the precipitations of these conflicts are many. 

In the recent past, various governments came down in a row in Ecuador as a result of indigenous peoples’ social rebellions. Major turmoil exploded in Bolivia regarding governmental attempts to privatize water and again in relation to the exploitation of natural gas. Violent conflicts, also related to the use of water, exploded among different communities in some regions of Mexico. “Shining Path” has re-emerged amidst social unrest in Peru. The indigenous rebellion in Chiapas is a dormant volcano bordering Guatemala, a country where impunity has weakened for too long the consolidation and credibility of a sustainable peace. The Venezuelan government, while promoting social programs, has taken some controversial and deeply contested stands in its own established new fashion of ruling that country. Several events have complicated more than once in the recent past the relations between Venezuela and Colombia, the latter country already immersed in a bloody civil war. The always fragile social-economic situation in Cuba and the harsh approach taken by the authorities to deal with political dissent represents a latent conflict that, combined with tense relations with the U.S., may present the region with difficulties in the not so distant future. In recent years other Latin American nations, such as Argentina, saw their political and economic systems verge on total collapse as social tensions grew to new heights.

Yet, in comparison to other regions, Latin America is arguably not doing so badly. Several institutions of the inter-American system are engaged, in one way or another, with preventing the violent escalation of conflict within Latin America. The Secretary-General of the Organization of American States (OAS), the Inter-American Commission for Human Rights and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, the OAS Unit for the Promotion of Democracy and the hemispheric security system provide a variety of services relating to different efforts aimed at conflict prevention. These mechanisms proved somewhat effective on a number of occasions.  However, favourable comparisons to other continents and references to modest occasional successes are of little tangible benefit to the many who endure insecurities and suffer conflicts or face its eruption. Sober observers have typically judged inter-American institutions lacking on two grounds: they are neither systemic nor assertive enough. A third critical observation could also be raised: the OAS has not acted early enough in many instances. That is the opinion of the newly elected OAS Secretary General, José Miguel Insulza.

Some of the issues that engaged these mechanisms in the past could and should have been activated at a much earlier stage through regional conflict prevention and conflict transformation methods. In particular, the need for a focused cooperative  approach, working through legitimate regional multilateral organizations, has hardly been explored much less applied. Specifically, the need for a quiet, early, preventive and rather consensual style of diplomacy, such as the one carried out by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) High Commissioner on National Minorities, is becoming more evident all the time. As confidences grow and interests deepen, the initial inaction and timidity that have characterized some of the past OAS efforts - due to understandable concerns for respect of the principles of non-interference and non-intervention in the sovereign affairs of States - could well be overcome. However that will require Latin America’s express consent to the creation of an early prevention system of quiet diplomacy within the region or at the sub-regional level, for example within MERCOSUR and/or the recently agreed upon South American Community of Nations (SACN) as a first echelon for regional efforts in conflict prevention. 
	'The critical point is that such a mechanism should be aimed at early conflict prevention and should act quietly.'



There are signs of hope supporting the new OAS Secretary-General’s observation. In June 2003, the OAS General Assembly passed a resolution that recognized the need and positive role of regional cooperation to assist Latin American and Caribbean governments to strengthen the governability of their countries. This was historically defining for a region that has always rejected such ideas as “interference” or “intervention” in the internal affairs of their countries. Partly, such decisions arise from increased concern that the Colombian conflict is already spilling into border countries and could invite an American military intervention that, in desperation, might even take place at the request of the host government. As was the case in the mid-1980’s, when the group of eight countries that later came to be known as the Group of Rio met together to prevent an escalation of the Central American conflict and the possibility of a direct American intervention there, the region may be looking ahead to devise its own formulas – either or both regional and/or sub-regional - to prevent, contain and resolve conflicts. This is a positive development that reflects the political maturity of Latin American governments, but needs to be nurtured.

The hemispheric agenda provides several opportunities in the second semester of 2005 to start tackling these issues. Among others: a) the Summit of the Association of Caribbean States to meet in Panama in July; b) the second meeting of State-related institutions for the implementation of the Santiago 2000 decisions regarding racial and ethnic discrimination to be held in Uruguay in November; and c) the OAS meeting on poverty and governability to be held in Argentina towards the end of the year.  MERCOSUR and the SACN will also meet in the coming months.

While pressured to design solutions for high level conflicts such as the one in Colombia, Latin American governments may also be interested to explore the creation of their own early preventive diplomatic mechanisms (whether regional or sub-regional) to identify and address various conflicts in an essentially cooperative, consensual manner, at the earliest stage. The chances that the authorities (and others) may prove to be more cooperative with a low profile, early and consensual engagement (presented and accepted as cooperation and assistance) - as has been the experience of the OSCE - to deal with their conflicts while they are still simmering appears much higher.

The critical point is that such a mechanism should be aimed at early conflict prevention and should act quietly. Such an institution of operational prevention measures would engage with authorities and other parties to a conflict in order to assist them in the creation of favorable conditions for the peaceful management or resolution of disputes before they ever become violent. Such a mechanism is not about appeasing social protests, but about working on conflict transformation measures that should also address and recommend “structural prevention” measures, i.e. ongoing efforts that target issues of economic development, institutional protection of human rights, arms trafficking, and democratic governance and help build a regional regime or “culture of prevention.” With an appropriate mandate, the scope of work would necessarily engage civil society and create political space for inclusive, participatory problem-solving in the common interest.  Popular demands for such space are also growing and need to be satisfied in the interests of social stability and good governance.

This is all within grasp. The moment is ripe and we should seize it.
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