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Democracy in Latin America certainly found fertile ground in the electoral issue, the course of its origin which has enabled legitimate, as ever, governments arising from electoral contests generating a consistent political stability in the region.

And despite this, democracies in the Americas face enormous challenges. Nor is it sufficient to hold regular, free and fair elections based on universal suffrage, to ensure democratic governance. 

This is possible only by addressing the deficits that persist in our democracies, for it is essential to strengthen institutional quality, promotion of democratic values, respect for human rights, and especially promote timely participation of citizens.

In this regard, discussions are taking place in the OAS in order to expand the institutional legitimacy of the countries in their political processes and strengthen the mechanisms that lead to enhance an effective, transparent and participatory public administration in the effective exercise of democracy.

A few years ago the OAS commemorated half a century of electoral observation in the Americas. Since 1962, we have observed more than 200 elections the length and breadth of the region, establishing electoral observation as one of the most appreciated activities of the Organization of American States. In the last ten years we’ve observed 100 elections and countries are more and more seeking the participation of an Observer Mission. So much so, in fact, that it forms the subject of one of the chapters in our Inter-American Democratic Charter. We have traveled to 27 of the 34 OAS member states, deploying more than 5,000 electoral observers.

 

It is important to point out that electoral observation missions have not been deployed solely in politically troubled times. Most of the elections we have observed took place under perfectly normal conditions. For that reason, we prefer to say that electoral observations help to cement Latin American democracy and not to address crises or problems that may arise, even though at the time they may often be accorded more importance. 
One of the cornerstones of the democratic system is precisely the legitimacy derived from the fact that the political process has its origins in free, transparent, and inclusive elections.

 

That is what we are celebrating today in the Americas after more than 25 years of democratic transition: the joint effort of the countries of the Hemisphere to have better elections and, hence, better democracies.

Those first generation missions were what today we might refer to as political, symbolic, on-the-spot monitoring by international witnesses to the electoral process. We should point out, too, that that era was characterized by a predominance of authoritarian regimes in the region, so that the practice of observing elections was not yet embedded across the board.

 

The end of the dictatorships ushered in a renewed surge of electoral observation missions, which became a core feature of transitions to democracy in the Hemisphere. These "second generation" missions, so to speak, began to acquire a recognizable structure, size, and lead role. They ceased to be a mere presence in attendance and became more sharply focused on the quality of electoral processes.

Thus, the Electoral Observation Missions of the OAS have evolved in sync with changes in the region. Whereas, in the early years, they focused essentially on possible fraud on the day of the election, today they address a series of issues with respect to access, equity, gender perspectives, campaign financing, media access, and the transparency of the electoral process. In many cases, they are preceded by support for the country's electoral institutions.

 

The new provisions of the Inter-American Democratic Charter  (signed on 2001) constitute a milestone in the sense that they also provide for longer-term missions that can verify the quality of the whole process, work together with electoral bodies, and not just focus on observation on election day. 

Our mission in Haiti today is an example of such a mission. Indeed, we have had a significant number of missions of this type, which start their work  two or three months prior to election day and stay in the country way past the election day as the post electoral phase is as important as the previous phases and often undermined.

Thanks to all these recent developments, we now have tools and strict methodologies for more accurate observation. That opens up numerous opportunities and affords us a much better grasp of ongoing shortcomings, as well as progress made, in electoral processes.

  

Nowadays few question the quality of the electoral process on Election Day. Discussion focuses, rather, on conditions surrounding the elections, the State's role in them, the different types of financing available to different candidates: all of which have its importance on more than just the outcome of the elections.

 

For that reason, I am thrilled to have taken part in this meeting.

What is being created in the foreground are platforms for international knowledge of different political and technical issues, and involve a large number of stakeholders, governments, international organizations, NGOs, civil society, academia, etc.

Democratic elections highlight in a very acute manner the political, economic and social challenges that a country needs to confront and tackle, in many cases it highlights their internal divisions and differences.

All these challenges are fundamental and deserve to be discussed and analyzed thoroughly. The goal is not only to expand our understanding of these crucial issues on an intellectual level but serve rather to formulate proposals that will shape programs relating to the construction and consolidation of democracy.

Taking this into account, we have focused in recent years on the professionalization of the work of electoral observation. An important part of this work has been to create innovative technical tools "methodologies" to observe key aspects of the electoral cycle that go beyond the process of organization and administration of elections. 

The implementation of these methodologies can gather information in a rigorous and systematic manner and make recommendations that seek to propose policies and institutional reforms that can strengthen not only electoral systems but other institutions in the State apparatus and improve governance as a whole. The ultimate goal is to have an impact on improving governance with measurable effects.

To the extent that electoral processes, transparency, accountability, the existence of effective regulatory measures reinforce these efforts may come to influence others areas of the state as having stronger legal institutions, simplified processes in their interaction with the public, provide more quality of services 

The diverse range of topics covered by the methodologies in the context of an election contribute to the idea of a vibrant democracy and one with purpose, which not only fulfills its promises of freedom but also helps create the conditions necessary for a full and fair participation and ultimately provide greater opportunities for their citizens for a more inclusive and comprehensive development.

Thank you very much.

