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English translation of Ambassador Foley’s Speech of April 27

 to the American Chamber of Commerce in Haiti (AmCham).

BEGIN TEXT 

I would first like to thank the American Chamber of Commerce in Haiti for its work during the last several months.  We know that the organization has always aimed to promote progress and moderation.  The Chamber’s devotion to the ideals of integrity and impartiality and its support for the establishment of the rule of law and a modern economy in Haiti have won for it the respect of all sectors throughout the political crisis of the last several years.

I am greatly obliged to AmCham for having given me this chance to put forth the perspective of the United States on the current transition period in Haiti.  I begin my remarks therefore by acknowledging two facts: that the present situation is disastrous but also that there is hope today to turn this situation around with the interim government.  Everything will depend on the determination to make changes that exists throughout the country.  Everything is going to have to change – the state, society, the private sector, the political parties.  The mindset in particular must change profoundly in order for Haiti to be able to begin to exist as a modern nation.

Let’s begin with the current situation.  The economy and the state are in bankruptcy – the result not only of disastrous management by the former government, but also the result of deliberate choices by that government to use armed gangs to loot everything and to destroy everything.  The state treasury was emptied by that government as it left;  infrastructure and materiel were also deliberately destroyed.  The level of poverty in Haiti is the highest in the hemisphere.  The environment is dying and in its wake brings on an agricultural crisis.  Corruption and drug trafficking are gnawing away at the economy and public institutions.  The security situation is alarming.  The police lack equipment and enough men to face off against criminals and gangs of delinquents who themselves don’t lack sophisticated arms.  And the rebel forces, in spite of repeated promises and commitments, have neither disarmed nor relinquished control across the country to legitimate state authorities.

It is certainly a sad picture but one must be able to look things straight in the face if one wants to change them.  And in fact, this state of affairs is not the fault of a single person; 

it is rather the result of 200 years of history.  It is certainly the result of a half century of bad governance outside the framework of the rule of law – government by dictatorship passed from father to son, government by military junta, recently government by gangs.

If there is any hope of changing Haiti, it must commence with the will to vanquish a past that seems to hold the present and the future hostage.  Normally, Haiti engenders pessimism.  There is a tendency to think that because something has always been a certain way, it will always remain that way.  It is this fatalism that must first be conquered.  It is essential to believe that the future can be different from the past.

The shift in institutions and in attitudes must begin now; if that process is not undertaken with this interim government, it will never begin.  This transition government has earned our support and our patience, for it will be several months before things begin to improve.   The government should be granted room for error to the degree that it undertakes difficult challenges.  But it doesn’t have the right to fail.

It is important to stress the fact that an independent and neutral government is precisely what the international community wanted throughout the negotiations that took place earlier this year.  It is true that we did not seek to overthrow the former President; we certainly did not support an armed rebellion.  But let’s be clear; we were convinced that the former regime was steeped in violence and criminality, and that one could not help Haiti without profound changes.  We called therefore for a reduction of the presidency to its strictly constitutional role and for the formation of an honest and credible government with which we could work with confidence.

On this point there was in fact a big disagreement between the international community and the Democratic Platform, which was demanding the departure of the former President as a precondition.  I certainly don’t question the courage of these men and women who risked all so that there would be respect for democratic principles in Haiti.  However, we judged that they were playing with fire to the degree that everyone knew that the then rulers were fully prepared to unleash terror upon them, upon civil society and on what remained of the economic institutions of the country.  Furthermore, there was a huge risk of a takeover by rebel forces.  Thus we were exceedingly clear with the opposition about our categorical refusal to recognize or to legitimize a government that would have taken power by force.

As it happened, after the failure of the negotiations and with the perspective of the imminent arrival of rebel forces, the United States sought to achieve three goals: (1) to save the life of the former President; (2) to prevent a bloodbath; (3) to prevent the rebels from taking power.  We were deeply convinced that if these objectives were not attained, Haiti would have found itself in the same situation as 1991, living in chaos and misery without international support, without any way out, without any hope.

Thanks to the rapid intervention of the Multinational Interim Force, we were able to avoid the worst.  There was first of all a constitutional succession; the President of the Supreme Court became the provisional president of the republic.  Then there was a process of transition that included all political parties, including the Lavalas party and the former government of Prime Minister Neptune.  This process began with the formation of a Council of Wise Men and the Council’s selection for Prime Minister of an unexpected but eminent candidate, Mr. Gerard Latortue.  Together, they then decided in accordance with President Alexandre to form a government of non-politicians, composed of men and women known for their competence and professionalism in their separate domains.

I want to assure you that the United States is committed to Haiti, working in full solidarity with the Haitian people.  We do not support any political party, any social class or any societal sector.  We believe that it is indeed a good thing that the transitional government is not a politically based government, and that its members cannot run for office in the next elections.  For it is only the people, through honest and credible elections, that can definitively restore political legitimacy in Haiti.

This does not mean that the mission of the transitional government is not important, far from it.  We did not expect to have a last chance to save Haiti, to put the country on the road to progress.  But now we have that chance.  The challenges are enormous.  The government is truly charged with accomplishing the impossible.  It must reform the judicial system, restore the rule of law, and achieve national reconciliation.  It must refurbish the state institutions, reform and reinforce the police and deploy it across the country.  It must put in place a national plan for disarmament.  It must undertake far-reaching reforms in the public administration, fight corruption, and promote a climate conducive to investment.

To achieve these goals, the interim government needs everyone’s support – from you in the private sector, from all the political parties, from all of civil society, and from the international community.  This government can count on the support of the United States.  We will be present in June to announce a considerable amount of aid to the country, along with other donors.  But we are not going to wait for that date to act; we are already preparing an aid program for the immediate needs of the country and hope to announce it in the next several weeks; and we call upon our partners in the international community, notably the European Union, to do the same.

But we must be vigilant at the same time.  This government is going to come under enormous pressure; there will certainly be attempts at corruption.  It must be very vigilant in regards to administrative posts that control money; the ministries with oversight must name competent people with complete integrity.  I believe that in regard to corruption the entire international community will be absolutely intransigent.  All those who have returned to Haiti or who have joined the administration to make money in public posts must understand that they run the risk of exposure.  I believe that the entire donor community will agree that changes in handling the budget must be undertaken.  There must be transparency in budgets, including state firms, and an end to the black hole represented by the current accounts and the presidential budget.  The international support that the country needs is at stake on this issue.

Our greatest worry concerns drug trafficking.  With the departure of a government that maintained intimate relations with the big traffickers, several of whom are now behind bars in U. S. jails, there will be an effort to re-establish trafficking networks – including efforts to infiltrate and manipulate the police.  If I can assure you of one thing this evening, it is that the United States will continue to wage a ceaseless struggle against drug traffickers and all those who support them, whoever they may be and wherever they may be.

But there are other even more basic dangers confronting the country now.  In this historical moment for Haiti where the new situation requires a turning to the future and the building of a new Haiti, there are those whom I would call “les nostalgiques” who dream instead to relive the past.

First, there are those nostalgic for the Duvalier era – the two dictator-presidents that for nearly 30 years did everything to plunge Haiti into decadence.

There are those nostalgic for the coup period with its train of corruption, of drug trafficking and bloody repression against the people.

And there are those nostalgic for the era that just ended – of a three-stage presidency since 1991 that chose to govern with armed gangs, and that finally betrayed the hopes of the people in whose name it claimed to rule.

All these forms of nostalgia have something fundamental in common:  they have the capacity to destroy the country; but they do not have the ability to build the country.  They will find no source of support in the international community, but they have the capacity to mortgage both international support and the future of the country.

I do not mean to suggest that important sectors should be excluded from the reconstruction of the country:  Haiti needs all its sons and daughters to build a better future.  As Congressman Gregory Meeks recently said during a visit by members of the American Congress, what Haiti needs most right now is national reconciliation.  In this respect, the Commission for Truth, Justice and Reconciliation that the Prime Minister announced must undertake its crucial mission.  It is important that all complaints be aired.  It is necessary that there be truth and confession so that there can be pardon and reconciliation.  And there should be no impunity for the worst crimes or the most hardened criminals – from all sides.

The great Haitian family must open its arms to all.  For the rebels, one must find adequate
responses to legitimate claims.  Obviously those who have committed human rights violations or who have a criminal past must be brought to justice.  But there is a place in the police for those who can qualify; and there must be pensions for ex-soldiers and help for their reintegration into society.

Regarding the armed gangs, there must be the same distinction.  Judgment for criminals, certainly, but also compassion for those people who became “chimeres” because they were poor and because the former regime preferred to exploit their poverty rather than really help them.

In regards to the Lavalas party, the United States favors its full participation in the political life of the country.  Lavalas must occupy its place in the Provisional Electoral Council; it must be able to present candidates for election on the same basis as any other political group.  It is important, however, that we know what Lavalas party we are talking about.  There is the party with the historical mission of representing the poor in this country.  But there is also the party that was led astray by its leaders into criminality and political violence.  The United States is against any witch hunt regarding the Lavalas party and the former government, but we support the right, indeed the obligation, of the interim government to pursue all legal means to bring those who committed crimes or stole state monies to judgment.  We applaud the tireless efforts of the Prime Minister to find a compromise with the Lavalas leaders; it is up to them to reply now to his gesture.  We hope that the necessary effort to modernize the party, to break with those leaders who undertook violence, and to turn toward the future will prove successful.  The survival of Lavalas and its credibility in the Haitian political scene depend upon this transformation.

How can Haiti emerge from the catastrophic situation it finds itself in 200 years after independence?  What are the solutions to the multiple problems of the country?

I do not personally have solutions to propose.  It is obviously up to the Haitians themselves to decide.  I have rather some thoughts to share with you this evening.

As I said earlier, it seems to me that everything is dependent upon the will of the Haitian people to change everything that concerns the governing of the country, notably the relation between the individual and the nation, the citizen and the state.  Twenty-one years ago, Pope John Paul II came to Haiti to say that things must change.  They have not really changed.

For 200 years, Haiti has not proven able to create a true state or to forge a real nation.  Once the revolution was over, it was everyone for himself, each social class for itself.  A society of individuals seeking individual gain, a race in which there was no place for the poorest.  Since then, a merciless struggle for power has marked the history of Haiti.  Violence is used as a means of government and as a means to overthrow governments.  Insecurity rules everywhere, especially for the poorest.

In this bicentennial year, it is important to recall that the most glorious moment in Haitian history resulted form other values and other types of behavior.  In effect, the unity realized at Arcahaie was the result of a historic coming together of the different elements of Haitian society.  This unity produced a true national vision that led to victory over the greatest military power on earth, the abolition of slavery and the birth of the first black republic in the modern era.

I believe that it is necessary to return to the values of 1804 in order to find the spirit and the inspiration needed to change Haiti for good in 2004.

In my view, nothing can be accomplished without taking into account the interests of the eight million Haitians, the majority of whom live in misery.  The fight against poverty must be the cornerstone of a plan for recovery and national salvation.  For there can be no real economic development, no true democracy or durable stability, if a way is not found to integrate the mass of Haitians into this national strategy.  In this sense, the elimination of ignorance and illiteracy must be almost the first among priorities.  How, for example, can one save the environment or stop rising population growth if one does not tackle the enormous task of offering a modern education to all the sons and daughters of the country?  Haiti can never enter the ranks of modern nations or join the globalizing economy in the 21st century if the country does not take on this challenge.

The second priority is to build a modern state.  A strong and efficient state is needed to build a nation.  The state must assure security and justice for all and create the infrastructure that a modern economy needs – roads, energy supply, communications, etc.  As long as we lack a partnership with a credible and competent state, the international community can only be an aid-giver to the country.  To create a modern state, it is particularly important that there be a high level of ethics on the part of all civil servants, from the top officials to those at the bottom.  Mindsets will have to change.  If not, there will never be the prerequisite climate to draw private investment  (especially from abroad) that alone can truly create wealth and spur the country’s economic development.

The third required change is at the level of political parties.  Their purpose is to win elections in order to gain power.  That is normal in every democratic country, but in developed countries, they also have the job of governing.  They must propose and carry out policies that solve the true problems of the country.  They must also commit themselves to fighting corruption and to putting honest and competent persons in every public office.  At the end of this transition period, it will be the political parties that are going to exercise power.  Do they know what they want to do with this power?  Will they know how to coalesce into large political groups that can offer the people responsible, coherent and credible programs of government?  Given the situation that Haiti finds itself in today, if the political parties cannot rise to the challenge of good government, they will be faced with managing the unmanagable.  Those who win the elections may well envy those who lost them.  

I come finally to the private sector – to you, businessmen and businesswomen of Haiti.  I talk to you as the elite of this country.  You have the greatest responsibility to contribute to the modernization of Haiti.  In all the great nations that succeeded in crossing the threshold of modernity, it has been the elites – as in Japan in the 19th century – who led the struggle.  The private sector has to begin by modernizing itself here in Haiti.  Here too, the commitment to high ethics and anti-corruption is the first step.  In any crime, there is not only the corrupted but also the corrupter.  The private sector must pay its taxes and leave behind old tactics of backroom deals and favoritism in its relations with government.  What the country needs most is a productive private sector, a private sector that is not simply trying to sell or to get a monopoly or to subcontract.  What is needed is a private sector that will develop the country by investing in all of the key sectors – in water, in electricity, in roads and in infrastructure, a private sector that invests in education and training for the Haitian people, a private sector that seeks to expand the domestic market and to make true consumers of the Haitian population.

The achievement of these far-reaching changes is not within the capacities of an interim government.  It has specific tasks and enormous challenges to deal with.  It is rather up to civil society to organize a wide national dialogue to discuss the future direction of the country – to reflect on what you want Haiti to be in 50 years, and the means to get there.

Before concluding, I do not want to be accused of sparing the international community.  We have major responsibilities to assume.  Apart from moral and ethical considerations, we must admit that in this era of globalization we are in the same boat as our Haitian neighbors.  Your problems quickly become our problems.  I think that we have made many errors in the past regarding our involvement in Haiti.  Clearly the intervention of 1994 and the succeeding aid program ended in failure.

I draw several lessons from this recent experience.  First, we must stop being bamboozled by individual actors.  Our commitment must be on the side of Haiti and the Haitian people, not political personalities.  It is high time especially in Washington to depersonalize our policy toward Haiti.  Secondly, we must facilitate the emergence of a modern state in Haiti and invest in the development of human and physical infrastructure that the country needs so badly.  Finally, as the U.N. Secretary General recently said, our commitment must be for the long term.  We cannot permit ourselves to disengage from Haiti.  We must sustain our commitment on the ground until stability and the process of modernization and economic development are firmly underway.

Dear Friends, I would not want to end my remarks with sharing with you my own sense of optimism and faith in Haiti’s future.  There are certainly many reasons to be pessimistic, but Haiti does not really have the option to fumble this new “last chance”.  Things are going to change because they must change; the alternative is unthinkable.

I was actually wrong to say a moment ago that nothing had changed in the last 20 years here in Haiti.  You have fought with courage against dictatorships, against violations of human rights, against the criminalization of government.  For the first time in its history, all the elements of civil society – including the private sector – got together to fight impunity and misrule.  You have to keep those same forces together and maintain the same motivation to build a modern nation and a new Haiti by seeking to develop the enormous potential of all of the Haitian people.  The international community and the large Haitian Diaspora are solidly with you and ready to help you, but we cannot put ourselves in your place.  The Haitian dream is yet to be achieved; it is up to the Haitians to make it come true.  
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