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Report of the Special Session of the Permanent Council of the OAS

On Tuesday, September 13, 2011, the Permanent Council of the Organization of American States held a special session at the OAS headquarters in Washington, D.C. to receive Madame Michaëlle Jean, UNESCO Special Envoy for Haiti.  Madame Jean gave a lengthy presentation about education in Haiti, the reconstruction process, and the development agenda.

Michaëlle Jean was born in Haiti in 1957.  Her father was a teacher but was out of favor with the Duvalier regime, so the family immigrated to Canada when Michaëlle was 11 years old.  She studied Hispanic languages and Italian literature in college and graduate school both in Canada and in Italy.  She became a journalist and a noted television personality in Canada, and in 2005 she was appointed to a five-year term as Governor General of Canada, a position which represents the Queen of the United Kingdom and also serves as Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces of Canada.  She is fluent in English, French, Spanish, Italian, and Creole.  She gave her presentation alternately in Spanish and English, while her responses to the expressions from representatives of other countries were in French.

After her appointment as UNESCO Special Envoy, Madame Jean visited people all over Haiti and heard tales of resilience after disasters such as hurricanes and the earthquake of 2010. However, she emphasized that suffering is not resilience, and that changes need to be made.  She gave some historical background to the situation in Haiti today.  Haiti had an economy founded on slavery, but the slaves revolted against the French, and Haiti became the second republic in the Americas in 1804 and the first to emancipate the slaves.  In 1815 Simón Bolívar took refuge in Haiti and met with Alexandre Pétion, the first president of the republic.  Haiti offered material, financial, and logistical support to Bolívar if he emancipated the slaves in the areas he liberated.  According to Madame Jean, there can be no freedom without emancipation, and disenfranchisement is the new slavery.
From the nineteenth century, Madame Jean turned to the twenty-first and recounted several positive projects undertaken in Haiti recently.  One project sponsored by Canada, Brazil, Norway, and Haiti has revitalized a former drug-ridden neighborhood of Port-au-Prince following a model in Rio de Janiero.  Newly elected president Michel Martelly has some serious issues ahead.  He has had difficulty forming a government because no prime minister has been approved.  Education is his first priority because there are 140 communities that have no school at all.  There is great support for teacher training and creation of an appropriate curriculum.

When asked what the OAS can do for Haiti, Madame Jean replied that it can share the strengths of many different countries.  It can help implement best practices for anti-corruption and support law enforcement training to combat organized crime.  It can contribute to road building and maintenance programs and aid in farming recovery.  It can assist in food security and water management as well as youth training and peace keeping.  It can help combat drugs and criminality.  It is time for a new logic including development, investment, and partnership.

Madame Jean’s presentation was met by enthusiastic responses from many representatives of member states of the OAS including Guatemala, Haiti, Canada, Colombia, Brazil, Saint Kitts and Nevis, El Salvador, the United States, Venezuela, Mexico, Jamaica, Uruguay, the Dominican Republic, Bolivia, and Grenada.  They all reiterated the necessity for solidarity with the Haitian people.
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