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Sir Shridath Ramphal 
       Kingston, Jamaica
To have been invited to deliver the G Arthur Brown Lecture is honour enough; to have the opportunity of inaugurating the Lecture Series that memorialises this great son of Jamaica and the Caribbean is beyond deserving. I thank the Central Bank of Jamaica even as I congratulate you on the Bank’s 50th birthday with which this Lecture Series is associated. Arthur Brown was a colleague in service of the development aspirations of the West Indies. He represented to me what was best in that generation of great West Indian administrators that emerged out of our region, and very specially out of Jamaica, at the end of the colonial period. I couple him in my mind with that coterie of public servants extraordinaire which included Egerton Richardson and John Mordecai, with all of whom it was my privilege to work. Later when Arthur Brown came to the United Nations Development Programme, I recall the pride felt by so many West Indians from all walks of life at his accomplished leadership at the global level.  He is truly a Jamaican and West Indian icon.
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G. Arthur Brown 
The Organisers of this occasion have allowed me the privilege of choosing the topic of this inaugural Lecture. My necessary response must be to try to speak to what is most important to our Caribbean condition at this moment – our regional condition, encompassing both our national and our global state. Where are we, as Jamaicans, as West Indians, as people of a world in transition? Where are we going? What are our needs – today and tomorrow? I have chosen to embody my composite answer in the title: Vision and Leadership: The Infinite Unity of Caribbean Needs. I believe Arthur Brown would have approved our dwelling on these themes as we memorialise his inestimable life of service to Jamaica, the Caribbean and the world.
Let me start with the unity of our needs. We are an archipelagic people. Even if we include the larger Islands of Cuba, Santo Domingo and Puerto Rico we are archipelagic; but exclude them, and what is left: the ‘island chains’ of the Leeward and Windward Islands of the Eastern Caribbean, Haiti, Jamaica and scattered habitations of descending size. With Belize, Guyana and Suriname, CARICOM within our archipelago speaks 3 languages, has a population of 19 million (almost half in Haiti) and includes 14 Sovereign member-states of the United Nations. In our separateness, 6 of our island-states are among the world’s smallest countries. 
Indonesia is our counterpart in the Indian Ocean; but could not be more different: 13,500 islands in the Malay Archipelago, but one country, the Republic of Indonesia. Formerly the Dutch East Indies, Indonesia’s population (at 1990) was 184 million +, and the people of its 27 provinces speak over 60 languages. Indonesia in its unity is one Member State of the UN; and is one of the world’s largest countries (15/20).

What do these comparisons connote? Certainly, that a dividing sea does not compel regional divisiveness; and where there are factors making for unity, does not preclude it. The fault lies not in our sea but in ourselves that we are flawed regionalists.
And if proof be needed that the fault is not the sea, look no further than the Bahamas. There, within our own region, a Commonwealth of some 700 islands, lying off the south-east coast of America, is one state – so administered for over 300 years, the Bahamas is larger in size than any single island state of CARICOM, and its population bigger than any of the OECS islands. It is still small, but in its conscious and deliberate oneness, it has overcome the separateness that the sea could have engendered. In the result, with meagre natural resource endowment, its GDP is higher than any member state of CARICOM, save Trinidad and Tobago.
Of course, the sea is a separating influence, just as is a historic land boundary; but no more than the latter is it fatal to cultivated unity. It is a challenge to be faced; a Rubicon to be crossed; but once there is a need to succeed and a will to overcome, vision and leadership will close the gap between barriers and bridge separation and unification, ambition and achievement. 
Nearly 50 years ago, Philip Sherlock, writing in Foreign Affairs (1963) in the aftermath of the federal debacle warned that:

Division is the heritage of the Caribbean....But history, not geography, he wrote, supplies the chief answer, for even those islands that lie within easy reach of each other turn their faces toward Europe and their backs on their neighbours. He was writing of the rivalries of Europe which (I quote) broke the region into segments each tightly integrated into the trading system of the metropolitan power, sealed off into an almost watertight compartment and stocked with people brought together from Europe, a score of West African kingdoms and the central provinces of India.
In 1975, in my last speech in the Caribbean before going to London as Commonwealth Secretary General – a speech I called To Care CARICOM – I said this:
A consequence of our relative success over the last ten years is a readiness to believe that unity is our natural state – one which will subsist despite ourselves.  It is a dangerous falsehood.  A history of colonialism and the geography of a scattered archipelago deny its validity. The natural state of our Caribbean is fragmentation: without constant effort; without unrelenting perseverance and discipline in suppressing instincts born of tradition and environment, it is to our natural state of disunity that we shall return.

The 36 years that have passed since I spoke those words in Montego Bay have not proved them false.

Yet, there is another side to our Caribbean reality that unites, not separates, us; and it too is part of our natural state and our heritage. It is the unmistakable, unchanging fact of a Caribbean identity – circles of synonymy rippling outward from  an inner core of West Indian oneness. In 1722, nearly 300 years ago, a French Dominican monk living in Martinique, Pere Labat, wrote of his travels among the islands of the Caribbean. In a lyrical passage of his Nouveau Voyage aux iles de l’Amerique he invoked a vision of that Caribbean identity in what Prof. Gordon Lewis was later to describe as his plea for the rhythm of history which, as he saw it, held all the islands together in a common destiny’. 
Pere Labat wrote:

I have travelled everywhere in your sea of the Caribbean from Haiti to Barbados, to Martinique and Guadeloupe, and I know what i am speaking about.... You are all together, in the same boat, sailing on the same uncertain sea... citizenship and race unimportant, feeble little labels compared to the message that my spirit brings to me: that of the predicament which History has imposed upon you. I saw it first with the dance... the meringue in Haiti, the beguine in Martinique and today I hear, de mon orielle morte, the echoes of calypsos from Trinidad, Jamaica, St. Lucia, Antigua, Dominica, and the legendary Guiana .... It is no accident that the sea which separates your lands makes no difference to the rhythm of your bodies.

For three centuries that rhythm of history has carried the message of our common destiny; but never without   obstruction by the offsetting claims of separatism. Although our geo-political region has known throughout history that it is a kinship, for most of that time, particularly in the 18th and 19th centuries but well into the 20th as well, it suited local elites – from white planters, through successor merchant groups, to establishment colonials - to keep the Sea as a convenient boundary against encroachment on their ‘local control’: to ensure that the new West Indies did not become too ‘West Indian’.   Political aspirants in our region jostled for their Governor’s ear, not each other’s arm.

Times changed in the nineteen twenties and thirties – between the ‘world wars’.  The external economic and political environments changed; and the internal environments changed – social, political and most of all demographic.  Local control began to pass to the hands of local creoles, mainly professionals, later trade unionists, and for a while the new political class saw value in a strategy of regional unity.  Maryshow’s slogan ‘the West Indies must be West Indian’ was evocative of it; and for two generations, West Indian ‘unity’ was a progressive political credo.

It was a strategy that was to reach its apogee in the Federation of The West Indies: due to become independent in mid-1962.  It is often forgotten that the ‘the’ in the name of the new nation was consciously spelt with a capital ‘T’ – The West Indies - an insistence on the oneness of the federated region.  But, by then, that was verbal insistence against a contrary reality, already re-emerging.  The new political elites for whom ‘unity’ offered a pathway to political power through ‘independence’ had found by the 1960s that that pathway was opening up regardless – not by their own doing, or because the conditions for creating a viable and sustainable nation state had been achieved, but because war-weary Britain wanted to shed itself of the responsibility and costs of its crumbling Empire. 
In the event, regional unity was no longer a pre-condition to ‘local control’; so Norman Manley and Eric Williams remained in their home garrisons, declining to dwell in the regional castle that they had helped to construct.  The Federation, even though minimalist, became an irritant. Hence, Norman Manley’s deal with Iain McLeod, the British Colonial Secretary, and the consequent referendum in Jamaica. Despite the rhetorical passion that had characterized the years of the ‘federal movement’ the imperishable impulse for control over territory, however small, unviable and unsustainable it may have been, had revived.  The narrow interests of a controlling social and political elite had prevailed.
What a failure of regional leadership?  And not only by Norman Manley who called the Jamaica referendum or Bustamante who demanded it, but so many others, like Grantley Adams whose  stewardship of the Federation contributed to the ‘no’ vote, and, despite his intellectual credentials as an historian who knew that the West Indies and the West Indian people would be better-off for being together, Eric Williams could not rise above the sham arithmetic that ‘1 from 10 leaves 0’. And nothing absolves Guyana’s leadership at the time.  Their abstention, rooted in narrow political ambitions, weakened the chances of the federal effort and may even have opened the opportunity for the external manipulation of the constitutional and political arrangements that followed in the then British Guiana.  
Next year, 2012, had it survived, the nation of The West Indies would have been celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Independence of the Federation. I wonder what would have happened had Jamaica's referendum gone the other way? What would have happened had the decision taken at the 1961 Lancaster House Conference which settled outstanding details of the federal system, and fixed the date for the independence of the Federation, not been frustrated by the 'No' vote in that referendum? 

Perhaps the forces working for fragmentation would ultimately have destroyed the Federation, even in a post-independence context. We cannot discount it altogether; but, somehow, I doubt that they would have succeeded had the vote in Jamaica been 'Yes' and the West Indies become independent as a federal nation on 31 May 1962. I believe with John Mordecai, who chronicled the Federal experience, that the tenuous Lancaster House patchwork would have held, that the Federation would have grown stronger and faith in it firmer; that, ultimately, Manley's early vision of a strong West Indian nation would have been fulfilled. Prospects for the Caribbean would now be very different. We have paid a large price for the direction in which our people were led.  
Within four months of the dissolution of the Federation (on the same day in May 1962 that it was to become a single independent member state of the Commonwealth) Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago became independent states separately. We can act with speed when we really want to!

But objective realities are not blown away by winds of narrow ambition.  As in the nineteen twenties and thirties, so in the sixties and seventies (almost on the heels of the federal debacle) the environment changed against separatism.  Independence on a separate basis had secured ‘local control’; but the old nemesis of colonialism was replaced by the new suzerainty of globalization.  Independence, particularly for Caribbean micro states, was not enough to deliver Elysium.  ‘Unity’ no sooner discarded was back in vogue; but less a matter of the heart than of the head.

In an interdependent world which in the name of liberalization made no distinctions between rich and poor, big and small, regional unity was compulsive.  West Indian states - for all their separate  flags and anthems - needed each other for survival; ‘unity’ was the only protective kit they could afford. With ‘local control’ assured, they could experiment with non-political forms of cooperation. Leadership came from Guyana where the vision of an integrated West Indian people loomed large with a new dispensation carrying no baggage of the Federation.

Only three years after the rending ‘referendum’ came the first tentative steps to ‘unity’ in 1965 with CARIFTA. They had to be  ‘tentative’, because the old obsession with ‘local control’ continued to trump the obvious benefits of regional cooperation  – certainly in Cabinet Rooms; but in some privileged drawing rooms too; though less so in village markets and urban  street corners. Here in Jamaica, for example, it was not a Cabinet hugely sceptical of CARIFTA, but the Jamaica Manufacturer’s Association that was decisive.

Despite the new external compulsions, therefore, the pursuit of even economic integration, which publics largely accepted, has been a passage of attrition.  It has taken us from 1965 to 2011 - 46 years – to crawl through CARIFTA and CARICOM, while others have moved ahead.  Yet, our leadership hesitates.  The gears of the CARICOM Single Market are now in neutral, and gears of the CARICOM Single Economy have been put in reverse. We have crept through the fractured promises of the Treaty of Chaguaramas and Declaration of Grand Anse, and through innumerable pious Declamations, Affirmations and Commitments. The roll call of unfulfilled pledges and promises and unimplemented decisions is staggering and shameful.

That there was progress at all is attributable to occasional moments of genuine vision and political leadership; none more significant than A.N.R. Robinson’s role at the Grenada Summit in 1989. As Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago, Robinson produced for the Meeting a forward-looking Paper of exceptional quality on preparing the people of the West Indies for the twenty first Century. It was entitled The West Indies Beyond 1992. It stressed that the central global reality was that restructuring of a fundamental nature is in progress: in the Soviet Union, in Europe advancing from an Economic Community to  a Single European Market,  and the Free Trade Area then between Canada and the United States. 

Robinson’s paper emphasized that:

Against this background of historic change and historic appraisal the Caribbean could be in danger of becoming a backwater, separated from the main current of human advance into the twenty-first century.
The Paper made the compelling point that:

The period since political independence has been one of continuous awareness of the common identity which distinguishes the Caribbean people, and the structural constraints imposed upon them as small units in the international community.

It was in this context that it proposed the creation of the West Indian Commission –

to help the people of the West Indies prepare for the future.... to consider how best to bring about real betterment in their condition of life, to achieve their full potential as free people responsible for their own destiny, and to improve their Region’s place in the community of nations.
I do not intend to dwell on the Commission’s Report Time for Action; my main point is to call attention to the moment of vision and leadership among Caribbean Heads that created it. But, alas, the moment did not outlast the Commission. Heads of Government duly considered the Report, but choked over the Commission’s central recommendation for an ‘executive authority’ to  shepherd the region’s affairs; essentially in implementing  the decisions taken by Heads of Government collectively taking into account the reality of each country’s circumstances. Robinson’s successor was in the Chair.
Some time after, the UWI Press published an edition of Time for Action  which included a Chairman’s ‘Postscript’ - in which I said:
If the Commission’s analysis is even partly right (the) future will be for our Region an excessively difficult one. If CARICOM is seen by decision-makers .... as an occasionally convenient but mainly peripheral facility, not as a central, creative, energising force for development, it will forever fall short of the highest hopes for regionalism that we found among West Indian people. At the end of the Commission’s experience, this must be the lingering fear: that while everyone will buy the concept of CARICOM as a ‘Community of Sovereign States’, for people the emphasis will be on ‘community’, but for the political and bureaucratic establishment the emphasis could be on ‘sovereignty’ and turf in general.
And so it was to be.

Besides the Commission, impelled by Prime Minister Robinson’s paper and his passionate  advocacy of it at Grand Anse in 1989, West Indian political leaders declared that “inspired by the spirit of co-operation and solidarity among us (we) are moved by the need to work expeditiously together to deepen the integration process and strengthen the Caribbean Community in all of its dimensions” They agreed a specific work programme ‘to be implemented over the next four years’ with primacy given “towards the establishment, in the shortest possible time of a single market and economy”.
That was 22 years ago. The West Indian Commission confidently charted the way declaring it a ‘Time for Action’. West Indian technicians took their leaders to the brink with the Revised Treaty of Chaguaramas. But there was no action – no political action, no political will to act. In twenty-two years, nothing decisive has happened to fulfil the dream of Grand Anse. 
Vision and leadership were also present 14 years later at the Montego Bay Summit in 2003 under Prime Minister P.J.Patterson’s watch. It was the 30th anniversary of CARICOM and the Prime Minister submitted a counterpart to the Robinson Paper of 1989 entitled CARICOM Beyond Thirty: Charting New Directions. It offered the vision and leadership CARICOM again needed; and the Summit duly adopted The Rose Hall Declaration on Regional Governance and Integrated Development. 
The Declaration’s first paragraphs are worth recalling for they were the most significant political statements on integration since the West Indian Commission’s Report.  They were these: 
That, with a view to improving governance for the purpose of deepening the integration process, we have agreed in principle to the following:

1. The reaffirmation that CARICOM is a Community of Sovereign States ...., and that the deepening of regional integration will proceed in this political and juridical context.

2. The development of a system of mature regionalism in which critical policy decisions of the Community taken by Heads of Government, or by other Organs of the Community, will have the force of law throughout the Region as a result of the operation of domestic legislation and the Treaty of Chaguaramas appropriately revised, and the authority of the Caribbean Court of Justice in its original jurisdiction – taking into account the constitutional provisions of member states.

3. The establishment of a CARICOM Commission or other executive mechanism, whose purpose will be to facilitate the deepening of regional integration in the areas of responsibility specified in the next following paragraph. The Commission’s function will be to exercise full-time executive responsibility for furthering implementation of Community decisions in such areas as well as to initiate proposals for Community action.
It was an agreement ‘in principle’ it is true; but had our political leaders followed the lead ‘PJ’ had given, many of our countries would not be experiencing the extent of the terrible economic misfortune and uncertainty they now endure. Unbelievably, nothing came of the Rose Hall Declaration.  Why? Because it offered, as it said, ‘a mature regionalism’ – a regionalism which, for all its checks and balances against  supra-nationality,  was still too much for the cloistered immaturity of a political culture fixated by the obsessive compulsions of  ‘local control’: the same fixation that had held innumerable configurations of West Indian regionalism at bay for 300 years. 
‘Cloistered immaturity’, because now, in the era of globalisation, ‘local control’ has so little content. How, for example, has our sovereignty insulated us from the power of external forces:  the World Bank graduating us from concessional financing; the OECD imposing criteria for financial services that are enforced by the IMF; the refusal of the WTO to allow us special and differential treatment; the EPA with the EU which demands reciprocity from us;  new relations with China which lack any real negotiation?
Powerlessness, not power, is the political reality at every island level. Sovereignty, still much touted, has lost much of its meaning, yet West Indian governments seem more determined to assert it against each other than in the wider world. The truth is that over the nearly four decades of CARICOM, despite the forms and structures of integration, the West Indies has drawn steadily away from being West Indian in the Marryshow sense. 
This is neither hyperbole, nor petulance nor cant. For someone who, for 60 years of a longish life, has been a committed and activist regionalist, it is an anguished comment on our record. In fact, CARICOM leaders implicitly conceded as much at the special ‘Retreat’ in Guyana last May where they agreed among themselves (without advisers, and without Trinidad and Tobago which absented itself) that they “should pause and consolidate the gains of the Single Market” - mindful as they were that important elements of the Single Market - like freedom of movement of persons and the Caribbean Court of Justice - are not yet functionally in place; and even though the ‘gains’ run the real risk of severe erosion and even reversal unless they continue to be urgently advanced. To many it seemed a retreat from integration; despite the mantraesque words of ‘rededication’.
Not surprisingly, when Heads of Government met in St Kitts earlier this month it was at a  moment of widespread public disbelief that the professed goal of a ‘Single Market and Economy’ will ever be attained, or even that their political leaders are any longer “inspired by the spirit of co-`operation and solidarity”  or “moved by the need  to work expeditiously together to deepen the integration process and strengthen the Caribbean Community in all its dimensions” - as they had proclaimed at Grand Anse in 1989.

And this was not simply uninformed public opinion – or the ‘doom and gloom’ of ‘arm chair pundits’. Three months ago (April), the Institute of International Relations of the University of the West Indies produced a study conducted by some of the most eminent scholars on the region. Entitled, Caribbean Regional Integration, it is a work of dispassionate scholarship that was informed by wide consultation with Caribbean stakeholders. It is the most authoritative contemporary commentary on the state of Caribbean integration and, very specially, of the challenges facing it. The Study’s Executive Summary says the following:
There was a real sense that the optimistic era of Caribbean integration may well have passed just at the time when it is most desperately needed. The difficulties facing the region are no longer simply about competing effectively in a globalising economy. Rather, they are ‘existential threats’ which bring into question the fundamental viability of Caribbean society itself. Climate change, transnational crime, the decline of regional industries, food security, governance challenges, international diplomacy and so on are problems which can only be effectively addressed by co-ordinated regional responses. Moreover, these problems are becoming increasingly acute in the immediate present; failure to act immediately, decisively and coherently at the regional level could quite conceivably herald the effective decline of Caribbean society as a ‘perfect storm’ of problems gathers on the horizon.

The regional leadership is seen as critical to either the continued deterioration of the integration process, or its re-generation. ...This report is therefore timely in terms of both its recommendations and the window of opportunity that has opened for the region – and especially the Heads of Government (HoG) – to seize the integration initiative. It cannot be stressed just how critical the present juncture is; this may well be the last chance to save the formal integration process in the Caribbean as we know it, to set the region on a new development path, and another opportunity might not present itself in the future.
The Study was completed just before the Retreat in May and its findings are at complete variance with the ‘pause’ in Caribbean regional integration on which the Retreat decided.

The St Kitts Summit three weeks ago seems to have confirmed the validity of the fears of West Indians at all levels. In the environment of public scepticism in which it convened there were many verbal assertions of dedication to the goals of Caribbean integration. Those assertions are welcome; they mean, at least, that it would be politically perilous to assert otherwise to the vast majority of Caribbean people.  But, of course, it is what Caribbean leaders did at St. Kitts that matters most. 

Their decision, effectively, was reaffirmation of the conclusions of the Retreat. Slow down, the Chairman said repeatedly to the media in explaining how his colleagues felt about ‘integration’: “Slow down the pace a bit and look at a more realistic calibration of where we need to go in the integration movement’. Given that we are already at dead slow; how far is that from ‘stop’? And in the official Communique, not once (save when describing the work of the former Secretary General) does the epithet ‘regional integration’, or the word ‘integration’, appear.
There is a serious economic, not just political, issue here: “The challenges unfolding around the world call to slow down the pace a bit”, said the Chairman. This is the exact opposite of the conclusions of the technical Study of Caribbean Regional Integration, (remember?) -

failure to act immediately, decisively and coherently at the regional level could quite conceivably herald the effective decline of Caribbean society as a ‘perfect storm’ of problems gathers on the horizon.

Have our leaders been advised to the contrary? No. Of course not.  In the face of the storm, they have  sought shelter in the old refuge of ‘local control’, not the new haven of regional integration. CARICOM’s leaders at Basseterre appear to have settled for nominal unity -  the lowest level of regionalism consistent with identity.  So, it seems, that where vision is  vital, there is stagnation; where leadership is  essential, there is inertia.  But, to pause in a rapidly moving world is really to stop; and to pause in mid-flight is really to plummet.
It is not as if each of our  leaders is not   a bright, able, enlightened West Indian. Each of them possesses all of these qualities and more.  So why, when acting collectively, does a vision of Caribbean integration elude them and leadership to drive the process lapse? I suspect that it is because both the scope of vision and the scale of leadership  involve the necessity to share  control; it requires a commitment to  mature regionalism.
If in 300 years we have not reached there, will we ever? What can I say, but remind you of our schooldays poem Bruce and the Spider, and of its closing lines:


That Perseverance gains its meed,


And Patience wins the race.

Six times defeated, Robert Bruce took courage from the spider’s perseverance; fought the British a further time at Bannockburn and won Scotland’s freedom. In Anancy we have our ‘spider’ too. We have our goal. Have we our ‘Bruce’? So persevere we must.

And in the cause of perseverance,  let me remind you that among the verbal commitments made at Basseterre were the following:

- from the Prime Minister of Trinidad and Tobago: “Trinidad and Tobago is for CARICOM and for Regional integration”
- from the Prime Minister of St Vincent and the Grenadines: “The very difficulties in the international political economy and their acute manifestations in our regional content ought to prompt greater, not lesser, integration”
- from the Prime Minister of Grenada: “I am convinced that solutions to our challenges are achievable if we believe unwaveringly in our integration movement; if we are prepared to use all the skills and tools at our disposal to build a strong, viable, prosperous Caribbean Community and if we put on the armour of regionalism to combat our national shortcomings”.
- from the Prime Minister of Barbados: “Today, as lead Prime minister for the CSME, I give you my assurance that the Government of Barbados which I head remains unequivocally committed to the pursuit of Caribbean integration. The building of a truly West Indian nation is as much a priority for me as it was for my distinguished predecessors. I pledge to remain true to their legacy. 
Let the people of our one Caribbean hold our leaders to these statements as evidence of their assurance that our goal of regional integration will be reached, however rugged the terrain, however halting the journey.    
. And it surely can be reached.  Others with a longer and harsher record of separatism have had less trouble rising to the challenge of mature regionalism. Nearly 40 years ago, in 1973, P.J. Patterson and I spoke for the Caribbean as we opened negotiations with the fledgling European Community that led to the Lome Convention. So united were we, and so confident of our oneness, that we welded Africa and the Pacific to us and thereafter spoke with only one ACP voice. Often in those early negotiations, ours was a more united voice than that of the European Community of 9. We earned the respect of Europe and of our African and Pacific brothers; but it all was rooted in our unity at home. We have lost that unity and confidence and, I believe, that respect.
But the unity of Europe has deepened and widened. The European Community is now the European Union; it is a Union not of 9 but of 27 members; and it is still growing; and its unity has strengthened structurally and in quality. It has now been allowed to speak in its own right for its collective causes, concern and interests in the United Nations. It is also represented in the G20, because it is too big a force to ignore, and it coalesced to win again the managing-directorship of the IMF even as other nations quite properly sought change. 
That first emanation of the Treaty of Rome with which we began a dialogue 28 years ago is now reaching to the fulfilment of the Treaty’s vision, and ambitiously beyond it. It was not smooth going, there was many a battle, and still is; but Europe never lost the vision, never abandoned leadership; never paused.  A similar story is emerging in the Association of South East Asian Nations which has produced a Charter to govern its operations and the relations of its member states.
Where are we? To what are we reaching? Our leaders have fallen victim to the old entrancement of ‘local control’ and become heirs to the elites who over the centuries kept regionalism at bay. It is too late to deny that we are a Caribbean ‘society’; but not too late it seems to deny to it those societal attributes of organisation and interdependence which are intrinsic to all societies. There is a point beyond which the variety of any society unless harnessed to the achievement of common goals becomes a tangled web.
On the West Indian Commission twenty years ago, as we toured every country in the region, we  heard many accents; but we heard, overwhelmingly, a voice that is authentically regional  espousing  not only a regional identity but also a regional aspiration for doing things together in ways that will better the condition of Caribbean people. 

That yearning for betterment reaches still into every aspect of life, civil and political, economic, social and cultural. It looks, for example, towards more civil societies, more open government, participation in governance beyond the ballot box, and towards a better chance for social and economic achievement for the average West Indian. 

We listened with anguish to West Indian complaints about the 'hassle' that is the companion of many West Indians who travel within our region. We heard with dismay the views of West Indian people about the tiresomeness of currency distortions within our Community. We heard with deepening disquiet the anxieties about declining standards of primary and secondary education in many places, of deteriorating health care, of widening unemployment.

We came to recognise that, whatever our technical accomplishments on the road to economic integration, its goals will remain distant unless these requirements for the fulfilment of basic human needs within our region are met in an adequate manner, and, as important, that regional lives are lived in confidence of sustained improvement. If not, no amount of regionalism, no amount of economic or other integration, will displace the 'Green Card' as the ultimate in regional aspiration. 
Young people of the region came forward readily to give their views and to express their urgent objectives.  The enthusiasm for unity is alive in the younger generation.  But they are extremely critical about what they see as delay and neglect in addressing their special problems.  The growing shortage of employment opportunities, the deterioration in educational systems, and an increasing lack of outlets for their ambitions and creativity, concern them deeply. 

They are not cynical or negative about the situation.  They are indeed remarkably realistic about the limits of what can and what cannot be done.  Nevertheless they feel frustrated and do not believe an older generation of political and community leaders is tuned in to their real needs.  Such attitudes are common to all generations; some contemporary leaders were once angry young West Indians who felt similarly ignored.

These concerns persist today, but with a keener edge.  We have to recognise the particular importance of this phenomenon and seek ways to involve the younger generation more deeply in the processes of development in every area.  If we are not successful in this, we can be sure that the best and more dynamic will join the regional diaspora in growing numbers and that those who don't or can't will increasingly reject the social and political order. They have a vision of a more united region.
Last month in the Barbados Nation Newspaper there was an account of a verbatim conversation with a local food vendor. I offer an extract of the vendor’s sentiments, expressed in her own words, for its honest representation of how West Indian people feel:

From Jamaica to Guyana is one West Indian nation. What’s the reason for a CARICOM passport if we can’t have a Caribbean nation.... I can’t tell you what a Bajan is, because what you find in a Barbadian, you find in a Trinidadian, in a Vincentian, in a Jamaican. Because people are just people; and West Indian people, we are a gem. I don’t see Grenadians, Guyanese, St. Lucians. I see people. The only thing that separates us is us!

For all of us there are bits of writing capturing essential truths that remain half-remembered in our minds until recalled by some evocative moment. Preparing this presentation was, for me, such a moment.  The words I recalled were written over forty years ago by Jean Paul Sartre in his Introduction to Frantz Fanon’s clarion book The Wretched of the Earth. Sartre wrote:

And when one day our human kind becomes full grown, it will not define itself as the sum total of the whole world’s inhabitants, but as the infinite unity of their mutual needs.
How incisively and with what conviction those words assert the oneness of our human condition!? And how directly they invite the question of our Caribbean ‘society’, ‘civilisation’, ‘community (however we dignify ourselves)? Have we become full grown? Are we ready to define ourselves not as the sum total of so many separate islands in the sea and on the coasts around it, but as the infinite unity of our mutual needs?
Without vision and leadership we will never be ready; but nothing I have said should imply that I believe we never shall. In 1995, thirty years after Franz Fanon’s book,    global civil society in the form of the World Federalist Movement and the International Association of United Nations Associations came together in San Francisco to celebrate the signing of the United Nations Charter there in 1945.  For that ‘Charter Ceremony’, Maya Angelou composed a memorable poem that re-captured Sarte’s insight of human unity and asked the same question of our maturity. 

She wrote, as only she could, of a wonder that she likened to the great wonders of the world, the wonder of our capacity to acknowledge the eternal unity of humanity’s needs and what she felt was our generation’s potential to respond to those needs.  She longed for the day when we would reach that point of fulfilment; that moment, as she wrote, ‘when we come to it’. Maya Angelou was musing about humanity’s misused potential; she was musing about ‘vision’ and ‘leadership’ (among other things) at the global level: and so for me, at the level of a globalised Caribbean. She was talking of our West Indian predicament too.
So let me end with this moving verse about our human capacity to acknowledge the eternal unity of the needs of the world’s people and our generations’ potential to respond to those needs: A Brave and Startling Truth, Maya Angelou called it. And let us relate her thoughts not to all the world’s people, but to our tiny segment of it; for it is addressed to us too:
When we come to it 

We, this people, on this wayward, floating body

Created on this earth, of this earth

Have the power to fashion for this earth

A climate where every man and every woman

Can live freely without sanctimonious piety 

Without crippling fear.

……

That is when, but only when, we come to it.  
When we come to it in the Caribbean, we too will have learnt the ‘brave and startling truth’ that we need not fall short in vision or in leadership,  but mindful always of the infinite unity of our people’s  needs, break the bonds of a crippling separatism and fulfil our destiny in regional  togetherness.  That is why I make the plea tonight for vision and for leadership.  I make the plea so that the time will come – and come soon – when no vendor anywhere in our sea, or around it, any longer believes that ‘the only thing that separates us is us’. 
Thank you.
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