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Ladies and Gentlemen

Let me begin first of all by expressing my appreciation to the
Government and People of the Dominican Republic for the
warmth of the hospitality extended to all delegations and
observers participating in this Fifth Business Forum of the
Association of Caribbean States. For my own part, | should
like to say a special word of thanks on behalf of the Trinidad

and Tobago delegation for all the kindness and courtesies.



It is indeed an honour to be here with you this morning at
the Annual Business Forum of the Association of Caribbean
States. This is the fifth consecutive year we are staging this
event and | am pleased that it continues to be an important
feature on the Trade and Industry calendar of the Greater

Caribbean.

I would also like to say that each time | visit the Dominican
Republic, I am struck by the significant similarities between
our two nations. Of course, virtually all countries of the
Greater Caribbean share a common history of colonisation
by one or more European powers. In a significant portion of
our region Spanish Colonial conquest set the stage for a

shared cultural heritage.

While Trinidad and Tobago was eventually taken over by the
British, strong elements of Hispanic heritage and culture
remain with us to this day, and this commonality of history

but more importantly the commonality of interest has



enabled our two countries to deepen and strengthen
economic, political and business ties, particularly over the

last few years.

Ladies and Gentlemen, this annual forum derives from one
of the most profound economic realities of the post-modern
era - free and fair trade and open markets, and their
resounding impact not only on all economies, but also on
those societies that embrace this economic philosophy. At
their highest level of evolution, these phenomena have the
potential to spread opportunity within and between
economies and so, to raise living standards in both advanced

and developing countries.

While this view has both its supporters and detractors at
political and intellectual levels, | firmly believe that the
opportunities presented by Free Trade can be exploited to

the region’s advantage.



Our mutual ongoing Iinitiatives to promote trade
liberalization are based on the concept that an unrestricted
flow of trade in goods and services will create healthy
economies and generate economic growth, stimulate further
investment and employment world-wide through expanding

markets and facilitate greater competition.

While as governments we tend to focus on economics and
business, the benefits from free trade spread far beyond
these spheres. Market forces and the freedom to take part in
the decision making processes that determine national
development are interconnected elements on the path to

economic and social advancement.

In addition, expanding access to Ilatest advances in
information technology which free trade brings, can
strengthen significantly the evolving democratic process in

developing countries.



Integration into the global economy, results in the
development of a domestic framework and institutional
infrastructure to support and sustain foreign investment.
These include improved governmental systems and
procedures, more transparent and predictable rules, and
most important of all, a competitive work force capable of

responding to the demands of the new environment.

The evolution of these processes usually leads to the
development of certain enabling conditions critical to
economic growth in a free market society, namely
enforceable property rights, fiscal responsibility, low
inflation, expanded competition, coupled with improvements

in education and human resource development.

Having recognized and understood these processes, our
countries participate actively in the various trade
negotiations currently in progress. These include, at the

multilateral level, the WTO; at the hemispheric level, the



Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA), and economic
partnership agreements between the African, Caribbean and

Pacific countries and the European Union.

Our effectiveness in these negotiations will depend on an
ongoing dialogue, indeed partnership among government,
the private sector and non-governmental organizations. |
urge you, as key players in the business sector, to remain
actively engaged in the formulation of commercial policy

that will affect your business interests.

At this tremendous crossroads in world economic history,
our region, like so many others is faced with major choices.
We can sit on the sidelines and vocalize our dissatisfaction
with the seemingly insurmountable encumbrances in the
international trading system, or we can create alliances and
actively participate in crafting a system which encompasses
fairness and equity. It is only through the latter that

national policies to promote sustainable economic



development can achieve any success. Moreover, by uniting
we will have greater sway in designing the rules of the

game.

I firmly believe that in order to survive in the rapidly
evolving global environment, we must seize the
opportunities of globalization in charting a course of
economic development and we must stay in unison in doing
so. The nations of our hemisphere cannot afford to retreat
behind our borders and attempt to pursue a path of
economic self-sufficiency, especially because many of our
countries are too small to achieve the economies of scale,

which most businesses require to compete internationally.

Instead, we must define a partnership for prosperity, where
the region articulates a coherent set of interest in the
international arena, where we build global alliances and
share commercial and industrial expertise, to guarantee the

economic and social development of our nations.



Ladies and Gentlemen, the countries of the Greater
Caribbean must remain fully behind the process of regional
and hemispheric integration, in which our markets are
liberalized, where free and fair trade is the norm and where
consumers benefit. I submit that this is the only way in
which we can ensure a Greater Caribbean Region that is
modern and forward-looking, that learns from its history and

Is able to apply these lessons to shape its future positively.

This business forum is an excellent example that
demonstrates economic cooperation and integration are not
concepts which exist solely at the theoretical level, but also

in the reality of the international marketplace.

Greater contact amongst you - the drivers of economic
growth in the region - paves the way for exploring new
opportunities and production models. Alongside the

opportunity to establish strategic alliances, there may be



possibilities of creating productive corporations or regional
“business clusters”. Theoretically, these would take
advantage of trans-border synergies to increase the regional
value of production and improve competitiveness by
incorporating the best of the productive capacities of various

countries and sub-regions of the Greater Caribbean.

In addition, at a forum such as this, the exchange of ideas
and approaches to common issues fosters long standing
bonds, which transcend boundaries and lay the foundation
for developing, at the ground level, Caribbean solutions to

Caribbean problems.

To all delegates, | trust that this event will bring a greater
awareness amongst us of each other's interests, concerns,

challenges and of course, opportunities.

We look forward to viewing the range of products and

services, and of course comparing them with our own, and
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also to continuing the process of economic and political
empowerment of our people through open markets and free

trade across this Greater Caribbean which we call home.

I thank you.
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