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OVERVIEW 

• The resignation of recently elected Secretary General Miguel Angel Rodríguez dealt a hard 
blow to the OAS, coming at a time when the reputation and relevance of the organization were 
on the rise. 

• The OAS has been especially effective in promoting democracy and security in the Americas 
and plays a key role in advancing the Summit of the Americas agenda. 

• While the OAS has the potential to further increase its effectiveness, administrative reform is 
needed and budgetary limitations must be overcome. 

The resignation of Secretary General Miguel Angel 
Rodríguez announced on October 8, and his 
subsequent return to Costa Rica to face charges of 
corruption, dealt a hard blow to the Organization of 
American States (OAS).  Rodríguez took up the 
position at a moment when the prestige and relevance 
of the OAS was waxing strongly, and he 
demonstrated an early commitment to addressing the 
tough challenges facing the organization.  It is now 
up to the member states to select, by majority vote, a 
new secretary general capable of directing the OAS 
with vision and fortitude. The OAS now needs a 
person committed to the success of the inter-
American system, with leadership qualities to match. 

During the past 10 years, the OAS established a 
record of solid achievement in advancing the 
hemispheric agenda on democracy, human rights, 
security, and development.  The emergence of the 
Summit of the Americas process in 1994 further 
energized the OAS by providing it with new 
responsibilities as the executive agency for the 
implementation of summit mandates.  The OAS 

contributed to and benefited from this new dynamic 
of regional cooperation in the Americas, with the 
potential for more progress to come. 

On the democracy front, the approval of the Inter-
American Democratic Charter in 2001 provided 
member states with a roadmap for collective action to 
strengthen democratic practices and institutions.  
Guided by the charter, the OAS helped prevent 
violent confrontation in Venezuela, where the 
steadfastness of the OAS observer mission during the 
prolonged recall referendum process facilitated a 
peaceful solution to the political impasse, although 
democracy in that country remains under stress.  
Likewise, in keeping with the mandate of the charter, 
the OAS has been firmly engaged in promoting a 
climate conducive to democracy in Haiti and will 
play an important role in preparing for elections in 
that country. OAS observer missions have 
strengthened democracy by adding an important 
element of transparency and credibility to elections in 
the region.  The Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights has become more visible and effective 

 



 
Americas Program • Center for Strategic and International Studies 

1800 K Street, NW • Washington, DC 20006 • Tel: (202) 775-3207 • Fax: (202) 775-3199 • http://www.csis.org 

in monitoring and promoting basic rights in the 
Americas.  In 1996, OAS member states approved 
the Inter-American Convention Against Corruption, 
the first anticorruption treaty in the world. By means 
of the follow-up mechanism of the convention, 
member states monitor and encourage 
implementation of its terms.  These efforts have 
played a large role in raising the profile of 
anticorruption campaigns throughout the hemisphere. 

The record of the OAS in the area of security has 
been impressive. No region in the world acted with 
greater alacrity than the Americas in responding to 
the events of September 11, 2001. Within days, OAS 
member state revamped and revitalized the Inter-
American Committee Against Terrorism (CICTE) 
and invoked the 1947 “Rio Treaty” calling on 
signatories to provide mutual assistance against the 
terrorist threat. Subsequently, OAS nations 
negotiated and signed in June 2002 the Inter-
American Convention Against Terrorism, a new 
treaty that enhances regional coordination in many 
key areas such as border and financial controls and 
denial of safe haven to terrorists. In October 2003, 
OAS members adopted the Declaration on Security 
in the Americas, reaffirming a regional commitment 
to traditional and nontraditional threats. OAS efforts 
in promoting confidence and security-building 
measures (CSBMs) have improved civil-military 
relations and helped lower tensions along conflictive 
border regions in the hemisphere. The Inter-
American Drug Abuse Control Commission 
(CICAD) of the OAS over the past decade 
encouraged the adoption of model antidrug 
regulations by member states, launched the 
Multilateral Evaluation Mechanism (MEM) to 
measure antidrug efforts in each OAS country, and 
helped members build the institutions needed to 
combat illegal drugs.  

The record of OAS success covered a wide area—
from countering money laundering and trafficking in 
illegal arms, to promoting trade, economic 
development, education, and technology.  Looking 
ahead, key challenges facing the member states at the 
OAS involve the core action areas: democracy, 
security, and development. Member states will be 
called on to use the tools provided by the Democratic 
Charter in cases where democracy is undermined 
from within. More resources are needed to strengthen 
the Commission on Human Rights and to support the 

work of the commission’s rapporteur on freedom of 
expression.  The promising early efforts of the 
Committee Against Terrorism (CICTE) require 
greater support. Member states can make still more 
effective use of OAS entities in furthering the 
mandates of the Summit of the Americas. 

To carry out its responsibilities, the OAS needs more 
resources, either from greater income or cost-saving 
initiatives. Reform in the structure and administration 
of the organization could result in greater operational 
efficiency and perhaps an overall decrease in 
expenditures, but eventually member and observer 
states will have to contribute more. The operational 
budget of the OAS—the “Regular Fund”—has been 
frozen for many years, while overhead costs have 
risen and the organization has struggled to meet the 
largely unfunded mandates stemming from the 
summit process.  Member states urge a more 
energetic OAS role across the board, but without new 
sources of funding, the organization’s potential will 
not be met.  

The OAS represents multilateralism that works. It is 
the key element of the inter-American system. With 
the decided support of the member states, it is poised 
to move ahead in serving the citizens of the 
hemisphere.   
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