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SPEECH FOR THE LECTURE SERIES OF THE AMERICAS:

Ladies and gentlemen, staff members and representatives of the member states of the Organization of American States, representatives of civil society organizations, citizens of the Americas,

I am very pleased at the opportunity to address you in my capacity as Minister of the Special Secretariat for Policies for Promotion of Racial Equality in Brazil, which directly advises the President of the Republic on matters concerning the protection of the human rights of ethnic and racial groups traditionally subjected to racism and discrimination in Brazil, with a focus on the black population.

Brazil recognizes the persistence of racism and its devastating consequences for the lives of millions of Brazilians. This cruel form of discrimination continues to arise, especially affecting persons of African and indigenous descent and impairing their enjoyment of the legal and material equality that is theirs by right. In our view, overcoming this reality and the just promotion of equality are necessary for the full consolidation of democracy in our country. There will be no effective democracy in Brazil, or in any other nation, until the wounds of racism, xenophobia, and all forms of intolerance have been truly healed.
It was in response to a historic demand from the social movements that the Brazilian Government revisited the mistaken notion that racial democracy in Brazil might exist and assumed responsibility for overcoming the inequality and denial of opportunity that still divide our society. The adoption of government policies to that effect began to be promoted consistently with the establishment of the Special Secretariat for Policies for Promotion of Racial Equality (SEPPIR), with strong support from civil society organizations. Since then, measures to ensure racial equality based on principles of transversalism, decentralization, and democratic action have become stronger.
Transversalism has to do with efforts to include the racial equality perspective in the initiatives of various areas of the Brazilian Government, whether in economic affairs, health promotion, education, culture, justice, etc. Partnership with other public administration agencies allows the Secretariat to promote the identification of specific demands of disadvantaged ethnic and racial groups, seeking solutions together with the competent body. In many situations, then, it is a question not of formulating, planning, and executing specific new policies for such groups but of taking a different approach to meeting their needs under existing policies.
Decentralization refers to the incorporation of racial equality policy into the activities of states, municipalities, and the Federal District. As provided in the Brazilian Constitution, Brazil is a federative republic; therefore each federated body is responsible for providing certain public goods to the population. The decentralization of policy, therefore, is aimed at making it possible to fully serve the marginalized populations in the specific areas of competence of those federated bodies.
Lastly, democratic action involves legitimizing policy by consulting and enlisting the participation of the various sectors of society, especially civil society organizations. In May of next year, we will hold the Second National Conference on Promoting Racial Equality, in Brasília.  The event will bring together representatives of the entire country to evaluate measures already taken and set parameters for action in this field in the coming years. At the first conference, we discussed supplementary data for the adoption of a National Plan.  Now, through the democratic participation of broad social sectors, we will provide an opportunity to assess progress made and challenges to be addressed.
Despite the difficulties involved in promoting racial equality in Brazil, we are aware that the undesirable reality of racism and discrimination is present not only in one country but throughout the Americas and other regions of the world. This is a worldwide problem besetting large sectors of the human population. The American Hemisphere in particular, whose societies developed on an economic and political model strongly shaped by the domination and segregation of certain racial and ethnic groups, now faces the challenge of offering these populations formal and substantive equality in the use of the goods, wealth, and opportunities for progress that the region enjoys. Fully guaranteeing human rights in the coming years will be inextricably linked to our capacity to break barriers erected by the discrimination imposed on a large part of our populations, and to promote the appreciation of diversity.
We find it important, then, to enhance opportunities for international cooperation, seeking sustainable solutions for just and equitable societies. Since this issue affects all countries and sectors of society in the Americas, the responses to the challenges it poses should also be sought jointly, and the adoption of consistent government policies against racism and all forms of discrimination and intolerance should be encouraged.
Since 2001, following the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance, held in Durban, at least 17 countries of the Americas have established domestic agencies to bring about, promote, and/or implement government policies in this area.  The Conference, through its Declaration and Plan of Action, established a framework for addressing world racism, recommending the implementation of affirmative action and services to victims of multiple and aggravated forms of discrimination.  The document considers the demands of social movements throughout the world and takes various realities into account. It is unified by the aim of promoting tolerance and harmonious coexistence among individuals of all peoples and races.
Efforts to bring about tolerant, democratic societies also made possible the Regional Conference of the Americas, held in 2006 in Brasília and massively attended by representatives of governments and civil society, to discuss progress and challenges in implementing the Declaration and Plan of Action of Durban. The keen observer will note a clear process of maturation, in terms of the importance of overcoming ethnic and racial inequality to increase democracy and security in our region. For the first time, representatives of civil society and the states met to discuss, on an equal footing, the roadmap for promoting racial equality in the region. 
The experience helped spur, at the United Nations, the preparations for the Durban Review Conference. We believe the American Hemisphere is in a condition to offer significant contributions to the upcoming Review Conference, whose regional preparatory conference will be held in Brazil, probably in the first half of 2008.  We feel sure this will be a propitious occasion for consolidating significant progress in the international parameters of protection against racism and all forms of discrimination and intolerance. 
Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to stress the progress we have made at the Organization of American States. It is gratifying to see how united we are with most states of the Hemisphere in the intention of promoting appreciation for diversity in our societies. A noteworthy development in this regard is the establishment of the special rapporteurship on the rights of persons of African descent within the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. Since its inception, this rapporteurship has made strong contributions to monitoring policies for the promotion of equality and the elimination of racism in the Hemisphere, supporting the states in areas within its sphere of competence. The Brazilian state has contributed, financially and otherwise, to maintaining that body, and it believes it would be strategic to strengthen its operations with support from the other states. Since 2005, Brazil has contributed the equivalent of US$165,000 in voluntary contributions.  It will continue to do so for as long as necessary. Still, the cooperation of the other states is equally vital to the full execution of the special rapporteur’s functions–whether it be in the form of financial contributions, support to the rapporteur during on-site monitoring visits, or the provision of correct information whenever it is requested.
I want to call your attention to a very special topic. Three years ago, the General Assembly of the Organization of American States established a Working Group to Prepare the Inter-American Convention against Racism and All Forms of Discrimination and Intolerance, which has received significant support from the delegations of the American states. The constructive spirit of the delegations has been unmistakable, and is leading to the formulation of a comprehensive, effective document which, we hope, will be capable of addressing the protection needs of persons who have been victims of intolerance. 
Brazil, serving as Chair of the Working Group since its installation in 2005, has just received a valuable contribution from the OAS technical bodies and this week will be able to present an update version of the Preliminary Draft Convention to the representatives of the states parties engaged in negotiating the document. We trust we will soon be able to offer our societies an innovative document that will contribute to the effective elimination of racism, discrimination, and intolerance and of their dire effects on the lives of thousands of people.
In closing, I reaffirm the commitment of the Brazilian state to strengthen and improve international protection mechanisms and to promote appreciation of diversity, not only in our region but throughout the world. I thank all of you for your attention.
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