Jagdeo leads Regional heads talks with Obama
- Guyanese head-of-state chosen by colleagues to lead region in discussions on several wide-ranging issues 
By Mark Ramotar at the Summit venue in Trinidad

PRESIDENT Bharrat Jagdeo led a team of Regional leaders late last night in discussions on several crucial issues, including the global financial crisis and the issue of climate change, during a high profile meeting with United States President Barack Obama.

The decision to have the charismatic Guyanese head-of-state lead the group  of Regional Heads of State and Government of the Caribbean Community (CACOM) in  last night’s discussions with Obama was taken during a CARICOM Heads of Government caucus that lasted almost four hours yesterday morning, prior to the mega-opening last evening of the Fifth Summit of the Americas in Port of Spain.
 
The Caucus was held among the Heads of Government of the 14 independent Member States of CARICOM on board the Carnival cruise-liner, the ‘Caribbean Princess’ docked in Port-of-Spain.

President Obama – who flew in to Trinidad late yesterday on his private jet amid extra-tight security, and who was a major ‘star attraction’ at last evening’s Summit opening, is making his first diplomatic foray as U.S. leader in Latin America and the Caribbean.
 
As expected, Obama started on a very good note when in a much anticipated address  to leaders and representatives of the 34 countries attending the Summit, he announced that the United States is seeking a “new beginning” with Cuba.

“Every one of our nations has a right to follow its own path…but we all have a responsibility to see that the people of the Americas have the ability to pursue their own dreams in democratic societies (and) toward that end, the United States seeks a new beginning with Cuba ,” Obama declared. (see other story)
 
Flocked by scores of local and international reporters outside the Hyatt Regency hotel where the summit is being held, President Jagdeo said he was mandated by his colleague heads to lead the wide-ranging discussions.

President Jagdeo, CARICOM’s lead spokesperson on Agriculture and the Environment especially as it relates to Climate Change, and who will be the incoming Chairman of CRICOM in July, told reporters that a number of issues ranging from Cuba’s reintegration into the hemispheric grouping, climate change, the Global Financial crisis, trade and other matters were discussed during the Heads of Government caucus.
 
The President said he is optimistic the issues outlined in the draft declaration to be formalized over the three days of Summit , will receive the support of the hemisphere’s heads.
Alluding to the fact that the leaders of the Americas have a common interest in the environment, fighting drug trafficking,  ensuring prosperity for the people, improved education and health care, and which are all encapsulated in the ‘exhausted’ list of issues on the agenda that ranges from “everything under the sun”, President Jagdeo said it is his hope that at least a few of these wide-ranging issues will be extracted and singled out in a committed effort to find practical solutions that can move the hemisphere forward.
 
The Guyanese leader also noted that here are some specific matters Caricom heads would like to have discussed in the meeting with President.

He outlined the fight against trafficking in narcotics, tax havens in the region and the newly adopted U.S. position on these locations as a few of the issues to be discussed. The financial crisis and the reform of the Breton Woods institutions in a way that allows for smaller countries to have a freer financial flow, with less hurdles that larger countries because of their systemic importance do not face, are other issues the region would like to be considered, he said.
 
President Jagdeo says a more enlightened partnership must be pursued and the spirit of goodwill on common issues that are critical for the hemisphere and its people must be foremost. He added that a new partnership of nations based on respect and not lectures, is as equally important as resolution of specific issues.

On the issue of climate change, the Guyanese head-of-State says it has been agreed at the level of regional heads that there is need to commit to a strong agreement in Copenhagen , Denmark .

“That agreement is critical to setting the framework for the resolution to climate change problems that we face in this hemisphere,” President Jagdeo added. He said of particular interest to the Caribbean region is the issue of adaptation for countries with low-lying coasts and Island states and ensuring that there is adequate funds in the agreement.
 
The president reiterated that the region can play a role in this regard as the lowest cost-abatement solution to climate change. He re-emphasised the point that reforestation, deforestation and forests generally, should play a critical part in Copenhagen .

Regional heads ironed out a number of issues after which they are expected to take a common position on the issues outlines in the draft declaration of Port-of-Spain.
 
The three-day Summit , which was formally opened in grand and glittering style yesterday, is being held under the theme `Securing Our Citizens’ Future by Promoting Human Prosperity, Energy Security and Environmental Sustainability’.

Other than the meeting with President Obama,  the Heads of State and Government with whom the CARICOM leaders will hold talks are President of the Dominican Republic Leonel Fernandez, and Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper.
The meeting with Fernandez was also slated to be held last night while the talks with Prime Minister Harper will be conducted today.

While the global financial and economic crisis and regional security are expected to feature prominently in the discussions with the United States and Canada , the meeting with Prime Minister Harper will focus on the upcoming negotiations for a CARICOM-Canada Trade and Development Agreement and Climate Change. Implementation of the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) and other issues will be on the agenda of the discussions between CARICOM and the Dominican Republic.
 
The CARICOM Heads of Government will also have a joint meeting with United States Congressmen Max Baucus, Chairman of the Committee on Finance, and Charles Rangel, Chairman, Committee on Ways and Means and separate discussions with Congressman Eliot L. Engel, Chairman, Sub-Committee on the Western Hemisphere.

High on the Region’s priorities at the Summit are environmental policies related to its adaptation to climate change, and issues related to the Region’s economic development as it tackles the global financial crisis.
 
The Secretariats of CARICOM and the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) have been collaborating to coherently articulate these concerns at the Summit . The countries of the wider Caribbean are in the majority in the Organisation of American States (OAS) and mainly due to their size are the most vulnerable to global shocks such as climate change and the financial crisis.

Meanwhile, Secretary-General of CARICOM Mr. Edwin Carrington has expressed confidence that the Summit would change the relationship between the Community and the rest of the hemisphere. In particular, the Secretary-General said the Summit would give participating countries an opportunity to strengthen their relationship with the United States .

“The Fifth Summit will provide an opportunity for the region to get to know President Barack Obama early on in the new administration and for the U.S. leader to develop a more complete and nuanced understanding of our priorities and concerns. For the Caribbean, as well as for the other sub-regions of the Americas , this presents an invaluable opportunity to be heard,” the Secretary-General said.
 
The Summit of the Americas brings together 34 Hemispheric Heads of State and Government to exchange ideas and opinions on the main political, economic, social and security challenges facing the hemisphere and to develop strategies and solutions to collectively address these challenges.
