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“Three Questions for the Americas”
· Thank you very much for that kind introduction.

· I am very pleased to be here for AACCLA’s Mid-Year Meeting and “Business Future of the Americas” conference. 

· Let me congratulate AmCham Trinidad & Tobago President Raymond Gatcliffe and his team—as well AACCLA Chair Mickey Peters. 

· You have put together a terrific event with business leaders from across the hemisphere. That we can do this in such a beautiful setting with such a warm welcome from the people of Trinidad &Tobago is even better. 

· For over 40 years AACCLA has worked hard to advance the interests of the business community -- removing obstacles to trade, and ensuring that people throughout the region recognize the extraordinary benefits of doing business with U.S. companies. 

· The U.S. Chamber has been proud to be your partner in this important work.

· I understand we should have a few minutes for Q&A after my remarks. I’d be happy to address any subject that’s on your mind. But what I’d like to do first, for just a few minutes, is focus my comments on three big questions that are important to the future of the Americas.

· First, where do we stand today – in terms of U.S. relations with Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as the level of economic progress and partnership across the Hemisphere? 
· Second, looking beyond the relationship with the United States, what can Latin America and the Caribbean do on their own to attract the positive attention of the entire world — its interest, its commerce, and its investment?

· And third, what should be our shared agenda going forward? What are the most important matters to put before a new American government and all governments in the Hemisphere – as well as the broader business community?

First Question

· How should we describe the state of U.S. relations with Latin America and the Caribbean? 

· There are critics who like to say that the years under the Bush administration have been lost years. The President got distracted with the challenges of terrorism and the Middle East, they say. When his administration did focus on this region, it seemed to care only about free trade agreements. 

· In fact, one left-of-center think tank says – QUOTE -- “the U.S. response to the problems of poverty and inequality has been to promote free trade and open, unregulated markets.” – UNQUOTE
· Well, in my book, free trade and open markets are a pretty good place to start!
· Now, I am not particularly interested in defending or criticizing any administration. What I am interested in is what works. What are the facts? What can they tell us about the path forward?

· Here are some facts: According to the United Nations, per capita GDP in Latin America and the Caribbean has risen by more than 20% over the past five years, one of its best periods in economic history.

· Unemployment has fallen to single digits in most countries.

· Most countries have seen a boom in exports that has erased their current account deficits — something that we in the United States find impressive.

· Certainly U.S. policy didn’t make all this happen.  Booming Asian demand for commodities, fiscal and monetary responsibility, the consolidation of democracy — these were some of the major factors.

· But the United States has clearly been helpful.

· Look at how the U.S. has engaged Central America over the past few years.  

· It’s a region that just 15 years ago was emerging from civil war.

· In recent years, Washington has entered into a landmark free trade agreement with Central America, which is boosting trade and job creation.  

· It has led foreign investment in the region to double and triple on an annual basis.

· The United States has also provided leadership on key development issues across Central America.

· Honduras and Nicaragua received massive debt relief.  Nearly a billion dollars in new development assistance is headed to the region through the Millennium Challenge Account.

· Over 300,000 Salvadorans, Hondurans, and Nicaraguans in the United States have won temporary permission to stay and work in the United States.

· Alongside positive actions by our government – and many positive actions by people and governments throughout Latin America -- the U.S. private sector has also played a critical role.  

· Across the region, U.S. companies employ two million people directly — and millions more indirectly.  Jobs with U.S. companies offer salaries that are well above average and excellent working conditions.
· In Mexico, U.S. investment has generated direct and indirect employment for nearly 20 million people— more than 40% of the country’s private sector workforce.

· In fact, the stock of U.S. investment in Latin America and the Caribbean represents a sum nearly twenty times as large as U.S. investments in mainland China.  

· Now when a new U.S. administration takes office, there may be lots of talk about turning the page to something new. But when it comes to U.S. policy toward Latin America and the Caribbean we are likely to see a whole lot more continuity than anybody expects.  

· Why? Because there is a lot going on here that is starting to work. 

Second Question

· Now for my second question —

· What can Latin America and the Caribbean do on their own to ensure that progress continues, and that this region can successfully compete in the global economy?

· As I mentioned, Latin America and the Caribbean are entering a sixth consecutive year of economic growth near 5%. 

· Growth certainly attracts interest and investment.  But can it last? 

· Many fear this is just another upswing in a boom-and-bust cycle. 

· Critics say that even prudent leaders are not seizing the chance to carry out economic reforms that will allow Latin America to keep pace with Asia’s tigers.

· Most dangerously, though, today’s moment of prosperity is a moment of temptation for the so-called populists.  

· Too often, these populists reject property rights, the sanctity of contract, and the rule of law.
· Too often, they have reached out to seize private assets and nationalize industries just because they can.

· Too often, it’s like the bank robber Willie Sutton once said, when he was asked why he robbed banks.  He answered: Because that’s where the money is.

· Unfortunately, this is how a few leaders attract the attention of the world — in a bad way — with real damage to the region’s prospects.

· The evidence is clear that wealth is made, not found. 

· Last year, the World Bank issued a landmark study entitled “Where is the Wealth of Nations?: Measuring Capital for the 21st Century.”

· This report found that natural resources such as oil, minerals, or farmland account for just 20-40% of the world’s productive capital. 

· In fact, the study found that the rule of law — clear property rights, a properly functioning judiciary, and good government generally — accounts for more than half of a country’s intangible capital. 

· Education can represent up to a third.

· These are the keys to productivity and rising prosperity in the 21st century. 

· Sadly, some Latin Americans are learning this the hard way. The populist temptation to disregard the rule of law has brought a few governments some quick gains in popularity or ready cash. 

· But already, countries are now paying the piper. From Bolivia to Ecuador to Argentina to Venezuela, governments are pursuing policies that are sending a number of investors packing and sowing the seeds for future economic misery. 

· This populist prescription is the road to poverty.  We must all remember that respect for property, contracts, and the rule of law is fundamental. 
· And to compete globally, economies here must face the same questions now challenging the United States and every other nation…how do we educate and train a superior workforce, build and maintain a modern infrastructure…secure clean and affordable energy, expand trade and attract foreign investment. 

· These and other competitiveness issues face every single country across the globe – big or small, developed or developing, north or south. 

· The countries that address these challenges, open their markets, and maintain the principles of economic freedom will succeed. 

· The ones that shut themselves off from the world, shut down economic freedom, and ignore what it really takes to compete in the 21st century are doomed to fail. 
Third Question

· I’ve come to my third and final question — What should be the shared agenda for our nations over the next four years and beyond?

· Whoever wins the White House, three issues — trade, immigration, and security — will remain in the forefront of the U.S. relationship with Latin America and the Caribbean.  

· On trade, I am an optimist that the record of success of the recent trade agreements will shine through once we are past the electoral season.

· Thanks to free trade agreements covering about 90% of U.S. trade in this hemisphere, American workers and farmers enjoy a level playing field.

· A fifth of American factory workers owe their jobs to exports, and one in every three acres planted in the United States is for export.  And nearly half of all American exports are sold right here in the Americas. 

· Against that backdrop, we come to the pending trade agreement with Colombia.

· In April, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi overturned three decades of legislative precedent and refused to schedule a vote on this agreement. 

· Leaders of a dozen countries from Canada to Chile urged the United States not to turn its back on Colombia — whose leaders have staged one of the great turnarounds of modern history.  

· Senator McCain strongly supports the agreement with Colombia, where he will pay a visit next week.  

· Senator Obama supported the recent agreement with Peru and has recently backed off his criticism of NAFTA, though he continues to reject the agreement with Colombia.  

· After the November elections, whoever wins, the president-elect simply must turn his attention to this trade agreement. The Colombia trade deal will loom as one of the first great tests for the next president, and send a critical message across the region and around the world. 

· Comprehensive immigration reform is another priority the next president won’t be able to ignore.

· Many in Latin America and the Caribbean believe U.S. immigration policy is broken – and they are right.
· Many were alarmed by last year’s failed effort in the U.S. Congress to approve reform.  

· I believe that both Senators McCain and Obama understand the compelling need for comprehensive immigration reform. But so did President Bush. As we have seen, there are members of Congress from both parties who have the ability to stand in the way.  

· A 2009 debate over immigration may not be any easier than 2007 – but it is a debate we must have and must win in the United States.

· Finally, many in this region view the United States in the post-9/11 era as obsessed with security.  

· I’ve found that overseas, this is usually blamed on the current administration.  I would remind them that the very first piece of legislation introduced in the new, Democratic-controlled Congress in January 2007 was a bill to require foreign ports to electronically scan 100% of all cargo bound for the United States.  

· The bill became law in August and must be implemented within five years.

· Under this act, the United States will require foreign governments to create an unprecedented scanning apparatus, and the technology for it doesn’t even exist yet.  

· Worse yet, all the experts agree that electronic scanning of this kind is likely to be less effective than a targeted approach that focuses resources on “high risk” cargo.

· Our Chamber, with your help, is going to work very hard with the new President and the Congress to strike a better balance between security, mobility, and commerce. 

· And our vigorous trade facilitation agenda will work to create a seamless exchange of goods, services, capital, people, and ideas throughout the Hemisphere – while still taking the common sense steps that are necessary for security. 

Conclusion

· Let me conclude with this thought. It is always easy to get hung up on problems and miss opportunities. Many aspects of U.S. relations with Latin America and the Caribbean work well. Some do not. There is great economic progress to point to. There is also terrible poverty, illness, and millions of broken, frustrated dreams – and in our own country too!

· What we must not overlook are the tremendous synergies that exist across this Hemisphere. Some countries have aging populations. Some countries have legions of young people. Some countries are strong in resources. Some countries are strong in technology.

· The Americas must take advantage of these strengths and broaden and deepen our engagement with each other across all fronts – business, trade, travel, energy, capital, technology, people, culture, and security. 

· One more thing -- this is much too important to leave to government alone. Governments can’t keep up with markets. 

· As governmental borders become less relevant, non-government organizations like the Chamber and AACCLA will play an increasingly important leadership role. 

· An important part of this leadership is to fight a new isolationism that has taken root at home and abroad. We must remind all citizens and their leaders that continued prosperity rests on freedom … on open and flexible markets …and on a willingness to take risks and embrace change. 

· These are challenging times, and they are going to get even more interesting in the months and years ahead. 
· Thank you again for this opportunity. 
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