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1. It is widely known that a large majority of the OAS member countries have chosen to pursue economic growth and development through a strategy of openness to foreign trade, a large percentage (85 to 90 percent) of which is moved over water. In other words, it is channeled through maritime and river ports, which have to be modern, efficient, economical, and safe.

2. We are meeting here in a forum on ports, a forum sponsored by the OAS which, for more than half a century, has served as a means to promote inter-American dialogue on ports and strengthen ties of cooperation among the member countries to enable them to benefit from their experiences, both successful and unsuccessful, in reforming their port systems to help facilitate their trade.

3. The OAS has been addressing port-related matters since the establishment of the then Inter-American Port Conference in 1954, which held its first meeting in San José, Costa Rica, in 1956. Over the years both the Conference and its Permanent Technical Committee on Ports met from time to time to discuss topics related to port modernization and hemispheric cooperation in ports. And this city, Viña del Mar, and this very site, the site of the old, fondly remembered Hotel Miranda, were the venue 17 years ago for the XVI Meeting of the Permanent Technical Committee on Ports, the meeting that adopted guidelines to convert the Conference into what is now the Inter-American Committee on Ports, a permanent body of the member states of the Organization designed to help foster cooperation in the ports area, with active private sector participation.

4. Pursuant to that mandate, as is often the case, we have been struggling constantly to obtain ever scarce resources. In this regard I would like to draw attention to the outstanding efforts of the Committee’s Executive Director, Carlos Gallegos, to carry out this work and provide an important service to the member states of the Organization.

5. Over the past quarter of a century, we’ve seen important changes in the port sector in the Hemisphere. New port infrastructure, modernization and automation of port systems, procurement of state-of-the-art equipment and technologies, the resulting transformation of old port cities into modern centers of trade, business, finance, and cultural and leisure activities, as well as the emergence of a first sizable generation of port industry experts and executives. As significant as these advances have been they have also been costly.

6. There has been a clear decline in trade barriers in Latin American and Caribbean countries in their trade among themselves and with the rest of the world. Under the most-favored-nation clause, tariffs have dropped from an average of more than 40 percent at the end of the 1980s to less than 10 percent at the end of the 1990s. Intrarregional trade has been liberalized for close to 90 percent of the tariff universe and, as a result, in the recent past it has been growing at a faster rate than trade with the rest of the world. There are now 42 agreements in force governing 237 bilateral relations (of a possible 496).

7. However, much remains to be done if the benefits of integration are to promote prosperity among our peoples. We have to realize that we are facing major deficiencies in the physical transportation infrastructure and that these result in considerable logistical costs. These costs, which are less apparent, are becoming more and more important for trade. What we’re referring to here are all of the costs of distributing goods and services from production sites to retail markets. These include not only port-to-port costs but door-to-door costs. Whereas in the OECD countries these costs fluctuate between 9 and 10 percent of the GDP, in Latin America and the Caribbean they fall between 18 and 40 percent.

8. Today it is these logistical costs and in particular transportation costs that constitute the major barrier faced by Latin America and the Caribbean in developing their full commercial potential within and outside the region. The fleet costs for our export products are much higher than the tariffs these products are subject to in the destination countries. It is estimated that a 10 percent drop in transportation costs could increase the value of intraregional exports by 21 percent, or US$30 billion in 2008. According to the same studies, a 10 percent drop in transportation costs could have an impact five times higher than an equivalent drop in tariffs. It is also estimated that a reduction of only 4.3 percent in transportation costs in South America would be equivalent to the complete liberalization of intraregional trade.

9. We know that new investments are needed in different ports of our countries since progress has not been homogeneous. At one end of the spectrum, some ports are beginning to move toward modernization and greater efficiency. And, at the other end, there is an interest in converting some major ports to enable them to accommodate the large ships now transiting the oceans (12,000 or more TEUs). But we’re also familiar with ambitious port projects designed for restricted spaces where other aspects of the so-called logistical chains have fallen behind, thus thwarting port modernization.

10. The globalized world economy, which has been seriously affected by the financial crisis for a couple of years, obliges us to give serious thought to responsible planning of port investments, including as one of the factors to be considered the concept of a regional policy. Likewise, this now regionalized port policy should be part of a global transportation policy, also viewed from a regional perspective.

11. The member countries of the OAS should pursue a regional integrationist vision of transportation and, within that vision, a port policy that responds to that challenge. It is not possible to plan new roads, highways, railroads, and ports without considering the regional and subregional environment in which they could be developed. There are not enough resources to do everything. And it’s not simply a matter of transferring port bonds to the private sector, without adequate port and transportation policy frameworks in place. Resources, whether public or private, own resources or resources from external financing, cannot be used for projects that are not successful or intended to benefit our economies and our people.

12. We must also begin to consider that it is the weakest link of the logistical chains that will set the standards for operations as a whole. Ports with access through narrow and frequently congested highways, internal interfaces connecting railroads with poor road networks, bureaucratic paperwork involving a number of different offices, inadequate space for warehouses, poor security–these are some of the ways in which the links of the chain can pose problems. You, who represent the port authorities of the region, must alert your governments to the need for uniform progress in this process. Otherwise, we’ll begin to see serious problems, with a large part of our investments failing to yield expected results.

13. The OAS, as the most important political and economic forum in the Americas, is an ideal setting for our governments to deliberate and consider ideas concerning all these matters. Let us be clear, this is where we can begin to build a Hemisphere capable of meeting the challenge of the century.

14. My thanks to the officials of the Ministry of Transportation of Chile for organizing this meeting. And my very best to you for sound deliberations that will enable you to reach productive conclusions resulting in closer cooperation among the ports of the Hemisphere and a stronger Inter-American Committee on Ports of the OAS.

Thank you.
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