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 The Organization of American States (OAS) was founded in Bogota, Columbia 

on April 30, 1948.  The OAS originally included only 21 member states but later 

expanded to include all of the 35 independent nations of the Western Hemisphere. 

Currently there are only 34 active participants in the OAS due to the fact that Cuba has 

been suspended from participation since 1962.  The OAS generally meets once a year for 

the General Assembly, which is the highest decision making body of the OAS.  The 

General Secretariat headed up by the Secretary General then carries out the decisions of 

the General Assembly. The OAS was created for the purpose of promoting democracy, 

protecting human rights, free trade, social and economic development, dealing with 

terrorism, drug issues, and promoting sustainable development and resource 

management.1 

 It is important to understand what the OAS has done in the past in order to 

understand their capabilities and powers today.  Many of the commissions created and 

resolutions passed have significantly affected the way the General Assembly deals with 

issues. For instance, the ratification of the Protocol of Washington in 1997 made it so that 

the OAS will suspend member states whose democratically elected government is 

overthrown by force.2  In 1959 the OAS created the Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights. The Commission has its headquarters in Washington D.C., while the 

other major human rights body created by the OAS in 1979, the Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights, has its headquarters in San Jose, Costa Rica. The role of the first body is 

to make regular investigations on the state of human rights in the member countries and 

then create reports from what they find. The responsibility of the Court is to rule on cases 

                                                           
1 http://www.oas.org/key_issues/eng/KeyIssue_Detail.asp?kis_sec=17 
2 http://www.oas.org/juridico/english/treaties/a-56.html 
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of human rights violations in the country, chiefly acting as a moderator between the 

country’s government and the population. Both the Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights and the court are autonomous from the OAS however the members of the 

IACHR are appointed by the General Assembly of the OAS and report directly to the 

Secretary General.3   

 Today the General Assembly is the highest 

decision making body in the OAS but it did not 

become so until 1970. The structure of the OAS 

has gone through many other adjustments in the 

past few years under current Secretary General 

Jose Miguel Insulza who took office in May 2005. 

He restructured his General Secretariat into four 

very generalized areas of focus. There is the 

Secretariat for Multidimensional Security, who is 

responsible for issues concerning terrorism, illegal 

drugs, and public security.  The Secretariat for 

Political Affairs is responsible for directing efforts 

to promote democracy, strengthen democratic 

governance and prevent democratic crisis. The Executive Secretariat for Integral 

Development  promotes social and sustainable development, resource management, 

education, trade and travel. Finally the Secretariat for Administration and Finance 

provides support in the areas of human resources, information and technology, and 

                                                           
3 http://www.cidh.oas.org/what.htm 
Figure 1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organization_of_American_States 

Figure 1 
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budgetary affairs.4 

 The next large move by the OAS was the creation of the Inter-American Drug 

Abuse Control Commission in 1986. This body was created for the purpose of promoting 

alternative means of development, reducing the demand, institutional development, legal 

development, dealing with the issue of money laundering, and supply reduction.5 The 

Commission also plays a significant role in educating the population about drugs. A 

collaborative effort between the OAS, the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control 

Commission, and the University of the West Indies was to provide an online drug 

education program for the nations of Caribbean. The costs were financed by the United 

States and Canada.6  

The adoption of Resolution 

1080 in 1991 was a very important 

moment in the history of the OAS 

because it set the procedure for how 

the OAS responds to threats against 

democracy in the Western 

Hemisphere.7 Resolution 1080 

recognizes the importance of representative democracy to the nations in the Western 

Hemisphere and as an “indispensable condition for the stability, peace, and development 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
4 http://www.oas.org/key_issues/eng/KeyIssue_Detail.asp?kis_sec=20 
 
5 http://www.oas.org/key_issues/eng/KeyIssue_Detail.asp?kis_sec=17 
6 http://www.cicad.oas.org/EN/Default.asp 
7 http://www.oas.org/key_issues/eng/KeyIssue_Detail.asp?kis_sec=17 
Figure 2 http://www.oas.org/Photos/2007/04Apr/10/pages/A_0008.htm 
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of the region.” It also explains that one of the OAS’ most fundamental roles is to promote 

democracy, “with due respect for the principle of non-intervention.”8  

 When the first Summit of the America’s happened in 1994 they both reaffirmed 

the roles of the OAS and created new areas of focus.9 For instance, it was decided at the 

Summit in conjunction with the OAS that a special Conference on the Prevention of 

Terrorism should be held. They also stated that terrorism was not a threat to human rights 

or democracy, but that they should promote bilateral and sub regional agreements to deal 

with terrorism rather than promote a universal agreement between the all of the member 

nations of the Western Hemisphere. The Summit also tried to pay a great deal more 

attention to universal access to education and women’s rights.   

 The Second Summit of the Americas took place in Santiago, Chile in April of 

1998. The general issues they chose to discuss were much the same as in the First 

Summit of the America’s but they chose to place more emphasis on slightly more specific 

areas. They discussed the modernization of the state in labor matters which involved 

them requesting that the OAS, International Labor Organization, and the Inter-American 

Development Bank, “to assist the Labor Ministries to support international activities and 

exchange information on modernizing methods and strategies.”10 Another slightly more 

specific topic that was brought up in the Second Summit was the state of rights of 

indigenous peoples in the Western Hemisphere. The Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights created a document on the issue, that was indorsed by the OAS General 

                                                           
8 Resolution 1080  For the exact procedure that the OAS must follow in responding to threats against 
democracy please refer to the website listed below and the in further readings section of the guide. 
http://www.oas.org/juridico/english/agres1080.htm 
9 For further information on the decisions at the First Summit of the Americas please refer to  
http://www.summit-americas.org/eng/miamisummit.htm 
10 http://www.summit-
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Assembly, called the ’Proposed American Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

People” that they considered adopting. The OAS General Assembly, then enacted a 

resolution to further investigating the idea of adopting the Declaration officially.11    

 It was at the Third Summit of the America’s that the OAS was instructed to create 

an Inter-American Democratic Charter. The Democratic Charter was created and then 

adopted on September, 11 2001 in Lima, Peru.12 The Charter clearly and effectively 

outlines the entire position of OAS regarding democracy and its importance. It outlines 

what constitutes a fairly elected democracy and how it is run. The Charter also discusses 

how the OAS will deal with member nations who do not follow the proper democratic 

process.13 

 In 2002 the Inter-American Convention Against Terrorism was opened for 

signature to the OAS General Assembly and was put into effect in 2003. The stated 

purpose of the Convention reads, “prevent, punish, and eliminate terrorism. To that end, 

the states parties agree to adopt the necessary measures and to strengthen cooperation 

among them, in accordance with the terms of this Convention.”14 The Convention 

specifically outlines measures to prevent, combat, and eradicate the financing of 

terrorism, the seizure and confiscation of funds, the predicate offenses to money 

laundering, cooperation on border control, mutual legal and military or police assistance, 

and also discusses the role of the OAS in the matter. The Convention states that it is the 

role of the OAS to encourage and give incentives to member nations to follow the rules 

                                                                                                                                                                             
americas.org/Modernization%20of%20the%20State%20in%20Labor%20Matters/Labormatters.htm 
11 http://www.summit-americas.org/Indigenous/indipop.htm 
12 http://www.oas.org/key_issues/eng/KeyIssue_Detail.asp?kis_sec=17 
13 http://www.oas.org/OASpage/eng/Documents/Democractic_Charter.htm 
14 http://www.oas.org/xxxiiga/english/docs_en/docs_items/AGres1840_02.htm 
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Figure 3 & 4 

set down by the OAS.15 

 In 2004 the Special Summit of the America’s was convened and set the 

goal “to facilitate hemispheric cooperation at the highest level of government 

in order to address current economic, social and political challenges in the 

region.” They singled out three main issues to focus on in particular. Those 

areas were economic growth with equity, social development and democratic 

governance.16  

2005 marked the beginning of large changes and an important restructuring of the 

OAS as Jose Miguel Isulza took over as Secretary General and Albert R. Ramdin as 

Assistant Secretary General as previously mentioned. Secretary General Insulza has 

sought to make the OAS run more smoothly and function more effectively in the goals 

that are set down in the constitution. 

 Now we shall move on the exact goals and powers of the OAS. The main idea 

that the OAS works under was best expressed in the Inter-American Democratic Charter, 

which states that, “The peoples of the Americas have a right to democracy and their 

governments have an obligation to promote and defend it.”17 They also have three main 

areas of focus. The first is promoting democracy through such activities as observing 

elections, advancing sound practices in political financing, and supporting political party 

                                                           
15 http://www.oas.org/xxxiiga/english/docs_en/docs_items/AGres1840_02.htm 
 
16 http://www.summit-americas.org/SpecialSummit/sp%20summit/purpose-eng.htm 
 
Figure 3 and 4 Secretary General Jose Miquel Insulza and Assisstant Secretary General Albert R. Ramdin 
http://www.oas.org/documents/eng/photo_authorities.asp 
 
 
17 http://www.oas.org/OASpage/eng/Documents/Democractic_Charter.htm 
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reform and legislative modernization. The second is promoting good governance by 

helping to instill democratic values in society, strengthening decentralization and state 

modernization, and improving transparency, and civil society participation. The third and 

final area of focus is preventing crises by identifying problems at an early stage, taking 

action to help defuse them, and supporting member states in the resolution of bilateral 

disputes.  These areas have included supporting the electoral process, protecting human 

rights, social and economic development, combating government corruption, evaluating 

progress against drugs, multidimensional security, fighting terrorism, finding and 

destroying abandoned and forgotten landmines, protecting the rights of women, free 

trade, and promoting sustainable development and encouraging the proper use of natural 

resources.18  

 How does the OAS go about addressing these issues? The OAS is a decision 

making body but it does not possess a military or peace keeping force like the United 

Nations. The OAS member nations are all surveyed and reported on by investigators sent 

into the country. The reports are meant to inform the General Assembly of any anti-

democratic happenings inside the nation and human rights violations. They also try and 

gain information about terrorist activities and drug trafficking, and report on the progress 

and actions being taken by the countries’ governments. The General Assembly is then 

presented with these reports and if they discover violations of the charter the OAS 

discusses how to best deal with the problem. The only time when the OAS will directly 

interfere in the countries is when democracy is under threat of being overthrown. In such 

                                                           
18 http://www.oas.org/key_issues/eng/default.asp 
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Figure 5 
 

cases the General Assembly can vote to approve a member nation or multiple member 

nations’ military interference in the country or they can suggest penalties such as limiting 

the trade of the nation in question.  

The members of the General Assembly are not policy makers of the country. They 

are a representative and cannot commit their governments to any action without consent. 

They are merely ambassadors for their nation. The representatives are responsible to 

report the decisions of the OAS General Assembly back to their home nation and it is 

then up to the government of that nation whether it will follow 

the recommendations of the OAS or not. When member states 

refuse to comply with OAS regulations they can be put on 

suspension from the OAS which means they are not allowed to 

attend meetings or have any say in future policies. This is the 

case with the suspension of Cuba in 1962.  

 Issues today that are of concern to the Organization of 

American States cover a broad range of issues and some of 

these major issues are going to be addressed in the following 

paragraphs. The member nations of the OAS share a host of 

problems and that is why it is so important to cooperate with 

one another because their problems are interrelated in many 

cases. Problems such as drug and human trafficking, 

terrorism, economic development and prosperity, education, natural resource 

management and sustainable development are issues that face all the nations of the 

Western Hemisphere and is the belief of the OAS that continued cooperation will lead to 
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a better future for all.  

 Drug trafficking is a major concern of almost all the nations of the Western 

Hemisphere. Every nation except for Uruguay has been able to be tied to narcotics in 

some way either in production, transshipment, consumption or a combination of all three. 

Of the 34 active members eleven have been linked with major production of drugs.  

 

Columbia, Peru and Bolivia are the top three producers of cocaine in the world and the 

United States is the number one consumer in the world.  Another 27 of the members 

participate in the drug industry through transshipment. Local consumption of drugs is 

going up primarily in Argentina and Bolivia while many other Central American 

Figure 6 
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countries with developing economies fight increasing drug addiction as well. 19  

Besides the obvious health issues involved with drug consumption, the growing 

drug market has led to rising crime, drug wars, money laundering, and corruption inside 

the governments of the member nations. The effects of drug trafficking have even been 

the destabilization of democracy in countries such as Mexico and Columbia. The 

Organization of American States works to create international cooperation to help stop 

the flow of drugs as well and the consumption and production. All three of these issues 

need to be worked on simultaneously in order to be able to better fight the drug industry 

and that requires all the independent nations of the western hemisphere to work together.  

Another problem that appears to be becoming more serious despite greater 

attention from the media is human trafficking and prostitution. It is estimated by NGO’s 

that in 2005 over 75,000 women and young girls were involved in prostitution rings and 

human trafficking in Brazil alone. It is estimated as well that 500,000 children in Brazil 

are involved in prostitution and that other South American countries, the Caribbean, 

Western Europe, Japan, the United States, and the Middle East are all destinations for 

Brazilian women and girls. Human trafficking in Brazil extends beyond prostitution. 

25,000 Brazilian people who are typically male are forced to do agricultural labor in less 

inhabited areas of the country. 20 

In Haiti a system called the restavek system is in place that puts children into 

                                                           
19 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ 
Figure 5 
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://mondediplo.com/maps/IMG/arton2024.jpg&imgrefurl=http
://mondediplo.com/maps/drugs&h=994&w=640&sz=91&hl=en&start=2&um=1&tbnid=AdvJQK8VGmV8
6M:&tbnh=149&tbnw=96&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dsouth%2Bamerican%2Bdrug%26svnum%3D10%26u
m%3D1%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN  
20http://www.gvnet.com/humantrafficking/Brazil.htm 
Figure 6 
http://www.cicad.oas.org/Reduccion_Oferta/images/Drug%20Trafficking%20in%20the%20Americas.gif   
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indentured servitude. Ten percent of Haitians under 18 serve as domestic servants to 

other households. Instead of going to school, children find themselves supporting the 

economy of the poorest nation in the Western Hemisphere. It is estimated that just over 

half of primary school-age children are attending. Most of the children in the system are 

faced with the option of either starving or becoming servants for a roof over the head and 

barely enough food to live on.  The reasons for children becoming restaveks are 

numerous. In many cases the children are orphans, runaways from abusive or 

impoverished families, but most are given up by their families, who cannot afford to 

provide for them. Human trafficking and slavery has taken on new forms in the Western 

hemisphere but the human rights violations and extreme poverty levels remain the 

same.21 

Venezuela is another country deeply troubled by human trafficking. Venezuela 

represents a hub of the human trafficking industry. It has become a source, market and 

transportation point for women and children from China, Columbia, Ecuador, Peru, and 

the Dominican Republic. The government of Venezuela has been given a third tier rating 

for human trafficking due to their lack of cooperation and compliance with the minimum 

standards for the elimination of drug trafficking. They also have shown little effort in 

approving the state of affairs on the matter.22 

Closely linked to human and drug trafficking agencies is corruption and money 

laundering. Especially in the case of developing nations in the Caribbean, even countries 

that are not directly apart of any trafficking are serving as transshipment points and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
  
21 http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/20293963/ 
 
22 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html#Issues 
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excellent places to have offshore bank accounts and hide the money from the industries. 

The Bahamas is one of the most famous of these countries. The Bahamas is one of the 

most stable and well developing nations in the Caribbean, due primarily to the success is 

due to the banking industry. The financial industry is the second largest industry in 

Bahamas after tourism and despite the acknowledgement that the option of offshore bank 

accounts being used by drug and human trafficking rings, the actions that have been 

taken have had limited results.  While countries like The Bahamas are innocent of direct 

participation in the trafficking rings the criminals are finding new ways of getting them 

involved indirectly.23 

As one could imagine, many of the countries deeply troubled by drug trafficking 

are also the ones suffering the most from government corruption. The Columbian 

government has been fighting groups they have termed as rebels and gorilla armies, but 

who have different names for themselves. Two of the major factions are the National 

Liberation Army and the 

Revolutionary Armed 

Forces of Columbia 

(FARC). Many have given 

credit to these rebel groups 

saying they are fighting 

against the corruption in 

their government. The 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
 
23 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bf.html#Issues 
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president of Venezuela, Hugo Chavez made a statement declaring that these groups 

should not be considered rebels or terrorists but actual armies.24 The European Union and 

the United States, however, have classified the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

Columbia or FARC as a terrorist organization and many would agree. Former hostages of 

the rebels have told horrific stories of being chained up in the jungle and put in situations 

of extreme danger. This conflict had been going on for over 40 years, but because of the 

booming cocaine trade the war has gained in intensity in the last 20 years. A majority of 

the hostages have been kidnapped rather than captured in war and are being held for 

political and monetary reasons.25 

The instability of the Mexican government is nothing new either. In recent years 

concerns over illegal immigration in the United States from Mexico and worries over 

terrorists being able to cross over the border as well have increased tensions between the 

two countries whose relationship has otherwise been quite strong.  Talk of building a wall 

and current policies towards Mexicans trying to illegally cross the border a well as those 

who have already settled in the United States, have brought up questions of human rights 

which have been the source of some concern between the two nations.  

Meanwhile, the Mexican government itself, has been suffering from increased 

corruption and a poor economy. Drug trafficking, primarily into the United States, and 

human trafficking has been on a steady climb upward with little effort on the part of the 

Mexican government to put an end to it. Mexico is on a Tier 2 Watch List for the third 

year in a row with the promise that the government will begin taking additional means to 

                                                           
24 http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/22613656/ 
 
25http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/22613883/ 
Figure 7 http://www.kaosenlared.net/img2/2006a/17411_guerrilleros-farc-pp-lafm.jpg 
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prosecuting, protecting, and preventing human trafficking but no major action has been 

taken so far. The Mexican government has had problems providing adequate law 

enforcement data as well as maintaining an uncorrupted effective police force.26 

Figure 8 President Felipe Calderon 

The new president of Mexico, Felipe 

Calderon, has struggled with a need to 

improve a poor and infrastructure, 

modernizing an outdated and unbalanced tax 

system, and updating a weak system of labor 

laws.  The administration wishes to decrease 

poverty and unemployment by creating more 

jobs but the factions between the various 

political parties and increased corruption 

makes this a more complicated task.  A conservative estimate from 2004 places about 

eighteen percent of the population below the poverty line with unemployment and 

underemployment being about 3.2% and 25% respectively from a survey taken in 2006.  

Mexico is a country with a great deal of potential in economic development and success 

but corruption, extreme poverty amongst a substantial amount of the population, and an 

outdated legal system has held them back.27  

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
  
26https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mx.html#Issues 
  
 
27 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mx.html#Issues 
Figure 8 
http://msnbcmedia2.msn.com/j/msnbc/Components/Photos/060905/060905_calderon_vmed_1030a.widec.j
pg 
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Another area of major concern regarding corruption and terrorism is the Triborder 

area of Argentina, Paraguay and Brazil.  The area where these three countries borders 

intersect has long been under watch for harboring terrorist organizations. It is also a 

center for human and drug trafficking between the three nations.  The TBA has been 

described as “a lawless area of illicit activities that generate billions of dollars annually in 

money laundering, arms and drug trafficking, counterfeiting, document falsification, and 

piracy” by United States Army intelligence officials.28  Surveys by other nations 

including Argentina, Paraguay and Brazil seem to confirm this observation.  The 

Secretaria de Inteligencia de Estada (SIDE) is the equivalent of the American CIA and 

has confirmed reports of increased terrorist activity since 2002.29 This area is a constant 

source of worry for the United States as well as the countries themselves. 

Concerns over the safety and rights of citizens of the Western 

Hemisphere have become more and more the 

focus of the OAS. The problems and 

instabilities mentioned above are ones that 

have dominated recent conversation regarded 

the success of efforts to combat drug and 

human trafficking, government corruption, 

money laundering, and poverty. It also 

                                                                                                                                                      
 
 
28 http://www.army.mil/professionalwriting/volumes/volume3/january_2005/1_05_4.html 
 
29 http://archives.cnn.com/2002/WORLD/americas/11/07/terror.triborder/ 
Figure 9 http://www.oas.org/OASpage/Photos/photo_institutional/logooasENG.jpg 
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concerns the success of developing industry, agriculture and education in developing 

nations. The success of these programs depends largely on the success of the efforts on 

the other fronts: much like the success of combating drug and human trafficking is 

dependent on the international cooperation that the OAS stands so firmly behind.  

International cooperation requires respecting all of the member nations 

democratic governments and understanding the unique problems that each nation faces as 

well as providing aid and recommendations to one another. The ideas of democracy are 

universal but the way they are carried out can vary from nation to nation. This year 

Secretary General Insulza has already made it clear that the OAS’ goals are not to dictate 

to each nation how it should rule itself but to be supportive and give accurate 

recommendations to struggling and developing nations. Recently, Venezuelan president 

Chavez granted amnesty to many people who had bee convicted for political crimes. 

Insulza commended Chavez’s actions and said, “I hope that in the New Year, Venezuela 

and all countries of the region continue on the path of democratic progress, leave 

differences aside and join in achieving our common objectives.” 30 Actions such as 

these are leading countries towards a better and freer democracy according to the goals of 

the OAS.  

The future of the OAS depends on its ability to make progress towards the 

fulfillment of its goals.  The OAS has had a significant effect on encouraging 

international cooperation on terrorism and drug trafficking. The program against human 

trafficking is still under development by many of the member nations that it concerns, but 

increased visibility and attention on the matter has led to positive steps in the right 

                                                           
30http://www.oas.org/OASpage/press_releases/press_release.asp?sCodigo=E-002/08 
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direction. All of the member nations are fulfilling the adoption of democratic processes, 

one of the most fundamental beliefs of the OAS, to some degree, although further work 

still needs to be done. It is important that the OAS continue to be voice for civil society 

so that the benefits of democracy will be something that can be shared by all.31 

 

Figure 10 The Hall of Heroes at OAS Headquarters in Washington D.C. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 http://www.oas.org/key_issues/eng/KeyIssue_Detail.asp?kis_sec=4 
Figure 10 http://www.oas.org/Photos/2007/04Apr/13/pages/A_01.htm 
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