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Summary 
 
 
The third edition of the International Economic Forum Latin America and the Caribbean took place in Paris on 24 
January 2011. It was co-organised by the Development Centre of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and the French Ministry of Economy, Finance and 
Industry, with the support of MEDEF International, the French Union of employers. The event was included in the 
programme of the French Presidency of the G20. 
 
Open to the public, this forum was attended by over 500 people (930 registered), among which many diplomats, 
international and national civil servants, and representatives from the business and financial sectors. It aimed to raise 
the profile of Latin America in France while addressing major development issues for the region, more specifically the 
search for new factors of growth in an international context marked by the growing importance of emerging economies 
both from an economic and political perspective.  
 
The forum was organised around three sessions which focused on the place and position of Latin American and 
Caribbean (LAC) countries in the G20 agenda, the opportunities and challenges brought by the commodity boom in the 
region, and the role of middle class in development. It also included an opening keynote speech by Juan Manuel 
Santos, President of Colombia, and a closing keynote speech by John Lipsky, First Deputy Managing Director of the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
 
 
Opening Keynote Speech 
 

 

In his opening keynote speech, Juan Manuel Santos, President of Colombia, commented that Latin America was 
becoming a new global actor, thanks to its good macro-economic management and abundant natural resources. 
Colombia, which has achieved considerable security improvements and has undergone major institutional reforms, 
wishes to deepen its relationship with its neighbouring countries, particularly towards Asia and exchange its best 
practises within the OECD. President Santos expressed his fear that the reform of the international monetary system 
envisioned by the G20 would result in monetary appreciation for LAC countries. He advised G20 members to regulate 
commodity markets so as to avoid food crisis and to consider climate change issues. He recommended that they take 
into account the position of the Andean countries in their debates. 
 
 
Session I: Latin America and the Caribbean and the G20 Agenda 
 
This first session focused both on the economic situation in Latin America and the Caribbean, and on their interests 
and position in current G20 debates, particularly under the French presidency. Although hard-hit by the global 
economic downturn, the region has performed better than others during the crisis and managed to keep good medium-
term economic prospects. The heads of the three organizing institutions and Mexico’s Finance Minister, the next G20 
organiser, analysed the factors, both internal and external, behind this relatively good performance and how to 
institutionalise good practises. They also discussed how they could participate in the global economic recovery while 
taking into account the situation of LAC countries, be them G20-members or not. 
 



During the first session, Christine Lagarde, Minister of Economy of France, presented the main priorities of the French 
presidency of the G20: improve commodity market regulation and stock management to mitigate food crisis; reform the 
international monetary system and push for a better global governance, deepening the links between the G20 and 
international organisations, in particular the IFIs and OECD, as well as ILO, while taking into account the interests of 
non-G20 members.  
 
Angel Gurría, Secretary General of the OECD, welcomed the economic achievements, institutional reforms and good 
fiscal management which have taken place in Latin America and the Caribbean. He underlined that the OECD is 
working with the G20 on major structural issues such as protectionism, corruption, tax evasion and the war of 
currencies, and stressed the need for more competition in education. 
 
Luis Alberto Moreno, President of the Inter-American Development Bank, underlined that macroeconomic stability 
was crucial for Latin America. Although strongly affected by the crisis, including through the drop in remittances and 
exports to the US market, the LAC economies could take advantage of the increasing demand in raw materials to boost 
their competitiveness thanks to higher productivity. He stressed the need for them to promote greater productivity, 
improve infrastructure, education, science and technology, in order to make this the Decade of Latin America and the 
Caribbean. 
 
Ernesto Cordero Arroyo, Finance Minister of Mexico, asserted that Latin America had without any doubt engaged in a 
trend of macroeconomic growth strengthened by democratic institutions. Concerning the G20 process that Mexico will 
lead immediately after France, Mr. Cordero stated that much remained to be done to establish international financial 
stability, including a better coordination of growth policies. He stressed that LAC countries should not over-regulate 
their growth and expressed his support to President Sarkozy’s policy regarding imbalances. He underlined that 
Commodities and climate change would be at the top of Mexico’s agenda for the G20.  
 
The debates of this first session were moderated by Michael Reid, Americas Editor at The Economist. 
 
 
Session II: Commodity Trade: curse or blessing? 
 
This session focused on the opportunities and challenges that commodity trade represents for Latin American and 
Caribbean economies. The growing demand for raw materials and commodities, and development of South-South 
trade with China and India, fuelled the bonanza in the region in the years before the current global crisis. The 
commodity price boom helped Latin America weather the crisis and maintain good economic prospects. Nevertheless 
this situation has not benefited all LAC countries equally. High price-volatility in this sector, moreover, can have a 
negative effect on investment and growth, and ultimately hits the most vulnerable sectors of the population, in particular 
by affecting food security. Furthermore, the commodity boom has also been accompanied by an increased competitive 
pressure on manufacturing goods and raises the question of the region’s specialisation in global trade. Different 
strategies are emerging to mitigate these negative effects and build on the region’s comparative advantages. In general 
panellists agreed that the region’s endowment in commodities is not a curse, but a challenge, which can be turned into 
a blessing with good policy and management. 
 
Enrique Iglesias, Secretary General of the Ibero-American General Secretariat, underlined that the commodity boom 
in Latin America has been accompanied by suitable macroeconomic management. Nevertheless, this situation 
presents some risks associated with the appreciation of domestic currencies. In order to limit the effects on export 
activities, Central Banks in some countries have intervened in the exchange rate or put in place mechanisms to control 
capital inflows. In the long run this disequilibrium can affect the equilibrium exchange rate and therefore the structure of 
production. The challenge for Latin America and the Caribbean is, then, to increase investment and productivity 
through the improvement on infrastructure, innovation and education, among others. 
 
Juan Camilo Restrepo, Minister for Agriculture and Rural Development of Colombia, said that one must differentiate 
between different commodity sectors. For example, agriculture activities are more labour intensive than mining and 
quarrying. Therefore, currency appreciation directly affects employment in countries where exports of agricultural 
goods are significant. For Latin America and the Caribbean, the emergence of China in the international field 
represents a big potential. Interests of Chinese investors are perceived in the area of raw materials and food products. 



The challenge is to design fiscal responsibility mechanisms that go in line with employment and environmental issues. 
Additionally, improvements in the infrastructure, such as the enlargement of the Panama Canal, will allow deepening 
the commercial ties between China and the region. 
 
Mauricio Mesquita Moreira, Principal Economist for Integration and Trade at the Inter-American Development Bank, 
outlined how the growing demand for raw materials has represented a wealth increase for the region. This involves a 
certain number of risks that depend on, first, the length of the commodity boom. There is no conclusive evidence of 
whether the long-term trend in commodity prices is declining. Second, raw materials present a higher price volatility 
compared to industrial goods. If an economy specialises on this type of growth, there should be mechanisms that help 
at regulating this volatility (for instance through sovereign wealth funds). Third, the region is heavily concentrated on a 
limited number of commodities. The relationship with Asia should, therefore be diversified from the present focus on 
commodities. Finally, institutions for transparent tax system on commodities need to be developed. 
 
David Hallam, Director of the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation’s Trade and Markets Division provided 
valuable insight particularly into agricultural commodities and food security. He stated that Latin American countries 
had generally benefited from the reversal of the declining trend in agricultural prices witnessed since 2006. Overall, the 
FAO Food Price Index has shown a growing volatility of prices. This excessive volatility could be curved through 
improved market transparency and its effects mitigated through safety nets. On the contrary, export restrictions should 
be avoided. Overall, the boom in food prices underlines the need for systematic investment in agriculture, a sector 
neglected for too long.  
 
In terms of outlook, in the wake of last year’s fall in production and dwindling stocks, prices are again on the rise, often 
almost as high as during the last food crisis in 2008-2009. The possible recurrence of a food crisis is to be continuously 
monitored, and is closely linked to the evolution of production projections and the evolution in the price of oil.  
 
Michel Houbedine, Assistant Secretary for Public Policies at the General Directorate of the French Treasury 
underlined that commodity-price volatility can affect exporting and importing countries in different ways. In the first case 
this leads to an underinvestment and in the second case it can be translated on uncertainty about consumption and 
food security. He insisted on the fact that actions should be conducted at the international level, notably through the 
G20, as these markets are global and interconnected and that national policy decisions could have global 
consequences. He underlined that the rapid development of emerging economies was a driver for structural evolutions 
of the response of commodity markets to demand and supply shocks.  
 
The panellists asserted that the international community and international institutions have a role to play in the 
management of commodity-price volatility. The audience raised questions regarding the effect of Chinese demand, as 
well as the production of bio-fuel on commodity prices. They also asked if and how agricultural markets should be 
regulated, and whether the examples of Chile and Peru in design and implementation of macroeconomic stabilisers 
linked to commodity revenue should be taken as examples for other countries of the region. 
 
The panel was moderated by José Manuel Calvo, Deputy Director of El País. 
 
 
Session III: What Role for the middle income sectors in development? 
 
This session examined how the emerging middle class, or middle sectors, could contribute to economic development in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Often seen as a motor of growth and supporter of Democracy, their real impact on 
driving economic growth and reducing the large income inequalities in the region remains unclear. The strengthening of 
the middle sectors is, certainly, an accomplishment in poverty alleviation. They have more stable employment and 
income, and can promote significant political transformations in Latin America and the Caribbean. Nevertheless, their 
supposed inclination towards state-driven development, education and social welfare, is sometimes questioned. This 
session explores the evolution of the region’s middle sectors, in terms of income, occupational choice and attitudes 
towards inequality and politics. It also explores the vulnerabilities of the middle sectors as a whole, and the risk of 
social downgrading in the socioeconomic ladder.  
 



Mario Pezzini, Director of the OECD Development Centre, underlined the importance of the middle class for the 
sustainable development of an economy. He pointed out their vulnerability in Latin America and the Caribbean, where 
they can hardly be considered as a class but as a sector relatively poor and subject to social downgrading. He called 
for a proper system of social protection to transform them into a stable middle class able to sustain economic 
development. 
 
Juan Temístocles Montás, Minister of Economy of the Dominican Republic, underlined the vulnerability of the middle 
sectors in his country where many could be considered as disadvantaged. He insisted on the importance of social 
policies to mitigate the effects of the crisis on the most vulnerable segments of the population. The Dominican 
government has thus engaged in active housing, social security and pension policies. Higher levels of formality should 
also be encouraged to facilitate the access of middle income sectors to health, education and credit. 
 
Alberto Mayorga Ríos, Head of the Planning and International Relations Unit of Mexico’s Social Development 
Secretariat (SEDESOL), acknowledged that middle income sectors were gaining importance in his country, both 
economically and politically. They now represent close to half of the population, are less vulnerable and more educated 
thanks to major social protection policies.  
 
Mario Cimoli, Director of the Production, Productivity and Management Division of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), stressed the need for a mix of public policies to promote 
the middle class: investing in education and developing appropriate industrial and innovation policies. 
 
Vicente Caruz, President of the EuroChile Business Foundation and of the Investment society Norte Sur, emphasized 
the role of the middle class in Latin America’s development and the importance of microeconomic reforms.  
 
This session was moderated by Carlos Alberto Sardenberg, journalist at TV Globo and radio CBN. 
 
 
Closing Keynote Speech 
 
In his closing keynote speech, John Lipsky, First Deputy Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
acknowledged Latin America’s newfound resilience in the crisis, and exciting future opportunities. This bonanza, which 
draws on the region’s natural resources, capital inflows and external demand, should nevertheless be monitored to 
avoid over-heating and ensure long-term gains and sustainability. At the global level, a multilateral approach will be 
required to achieve strong, sustainable and balanced growth. Such an effort could build on the G20 Framework and 
Mutual Assessment Process and should include, amongst others, elements such as structural reforms, capital controls, 
exchange rate flexibility and adjustment of the fiscal and monetary macro policy mix.  

 
 

Media impact 
 

The III International Economic Forum Latin America and the Caribbean generated substantial media interest. 
International newswires, Latin American journalists and correspondents, and French media came in number – 67 
journalists registered to the forum of which 45 attended the conference. This is a fairly high ratio and a solid rise of 
media interest from the year before. The media interest translated into wide media coverage from a broad range of 
media: releases from news agencies, press articles, TV and radio programmes. Over 70 media hits were registered in 
a wide range of media outlets in Latin America, North America, Europe, and even in Asia. To mention only a few, some 
of the media outlets included: Reuters, AFP, Dow Jones, Wall Street Journal, EFE, NOTIMEX, ATS, RFI, CNN 
Expansión, El País, El informador, Vanguardia, O Globo. These covered a wide range of topics such as: ‘the decade of 
Latin America’, ‘President Santos’ initiatives to anchor his country on the international agenda’, and specific speeches 
from panellists including Mr. Lipsky from the IMF, and Ministers from France, Dominican Republic and Mexico. 
 


