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The adoption of the Plan of Action of Panama 2012-2016 by the Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Science and Technology of the Hemisphere at their Third Meeting, just two years ago, broke new ground for coordination between OAS member states and civil society partners on collaboration and cooperation efforts.
As we all know, the Plan of Action of Panama identified four key issues for regional competitiveness and prosperity:  innovation, education and human resource training, national quality infrastructure, and technological development.  In order to make tangible and far-reaching progress on these issues, an innovative tracking model was instituted, based on the creation of working groups involving member states as well as strategic partners from the non-government sectors, to promote the issues and spur concrete action. This informal coming together of governmental and non-governmental institutions was definitely one of the most innovative aspects of follow-up action based on the Plan of Action of Panama.  Now that we must assess the progress made so far, we hope to also identify new opportunities for collaboration, with a view to presenting a number of concrete results at the next Meeting of Ministers and High Authorities on Science and Technology, to be held in 2014.
Against that background, I am pleased to let you know that since the last meeting of COMCYT, in October 2012, the working groups have been streamlined and have given in-depth treatment to their respective issues, with significant progress made towards achieving their objectives. As Chair of COMCYT, we have observed increased interaction among the groups' members, as well as rich exchanges of experiences and documents–all part of the process.  We are encouraged that countries are taking advantage of successful initiatives by other member states to advance their own national work plans. Thus, for example, Argentina prepared a survey which was used in that country to ascertain high school students' views about science and technology careers. This served as a model that two of its fellow members in Working Group 2, Bolivia and Trinidad and Tobago, adapted and applied in their own countries.
Strategic partners have also proven vital to consolidating the Groups, not only through their support and keen interest in the activities but also by contributing experience, expertise, and opportunities for collaboration at the technical level and on specific joint projects under the issues of the Plan of Action.   The Bolivarian Pontifical University of Medellín, Colombia, for instance, is still working on forecasting and comparative studies in engineering, to support Group 2 efforts. The Latin American and Caribbean Consortium of Engineering Institutions (LACCEI) and the Pan American Union of Engineering Societies (UPADI) have endorsed the Plan of Action of Panama objectives and in that regard are offering important opportunities at their meetings to learn about developments in engineering education. For its part, the National Metrology Institute of Germany (PTB), a strategic partner with Group 3, on quality infrastructure, has provided technical and financial support for onsite meetings of the Group's members. Another partner, the University of Illinois, through the Virginia campus of its National Center for Supercomputing Applications, provided support for eight videoconferences held this year. CIBNOR of Mexico hosted the Colloquium on Technology Transfer and Marketing that brought together heads of transfer and incubator offices from 7 countries in Central America and Mexico, in collaboration with the University of California at Davis and the OAS, with financial support from CONACYT of Mexico and the Government of Canada.
The Working Groups held a total of 11 videoconferences and four onsite meetings during the course of the year, following the recommendation of the Seventh COMCYT to meet on a quarterly basis.
Group 1, on innovation, continued in-depth work under the leadership of Mexico to prepare innovation indicators, coming up with a preliminary list of 12 indicators to agree on common regional parameters to measure advances in innovation and to establish comparative bases. Importantly, the Group sought assistance from the Ibero-American and Inter-American Network on Science and Technology Indicators (RICYT), which provides Group 1 efforts a much broader scope.
Group 2, on human resources, held one seminar in Argentina. It brought together countries and strategic partners to define issues and projects to be pursued together.  Arising from that meeting was an initiative that Argentina will introduce at the upcoming meeting, regarding mobility/training of engineers in the Americas.
Under Group 2 issues, I would like to mention the CONACYT-OAS Scholarship Program through which the Government of Mexico confirmed its support for 600 candidates from countries of the Americas to pursue Master's and Doctorate degrees in the sciences and engineering in Mexico. We are truly grateful to CONACYT and AMEXCID for their generous support in launching this program. We will therefore be receiving a report on the first set of invitations for scholarships under the program in 2013.
Working Group 3, on quality infrastructure, held three onsite meetings taking advantage of members being at regional technical meetings. Coordinated by Canada and Panama, this year Group 3 made significant strides in completing its group project, which was to create the Inter-American Quality Infrastructure Council, comprising regional organizations for metrology (SIM), accreditation (IAAC), and Technical Standards (COPANT), to enhance the impact of cooperation activities in this field.
For Working Group 4, on technological development, activities leading up to the Ministerial meeting are aimed at information sharing, coordination, and cooperation among authorities, public and private research centers, universities, and the private sector, with a view to sharing best practices in technology transfer, incubation, and entrepreneurship, among other opportunities for technological development. That meeting gave us an opportunity to hear a number of experiences and best practices in these areas.
I would now like to turn to successful initiatives that Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Trinidad and Tobago, and the United States reported during the deliberations of this meeting. The best practices reported have been published as documents of the meeting, and are available for your benefit. I would like to mention just a few of them.
On the issue of innovation, the National Innovation Portal developed by Costa Rica, and the Chilean Global Entrepreneurial Competition, Start UP Chile, can be useful models to encourage innovation and entrepreneurship in member states.  The Portal is an online meeting place for all stakeholders in the national innovation system that is being positioned as a unique system in Central America. In just a moment, Minister Alejandro Cruz will explain this initiative in greater detail. Start Up Chile seeks to attract world-class early-stage entrepreneurs to launch their businesses in Chile by providing them with a $40,000 seed capital subsidy as well as an opportunity to become part of Chile’s innovation community for seven months.  Details of this program can also be found in Señales de Competitividad, published for the Panama Competitiveness Forum held this past October.
With respect to human resource training, Trinidad and Tobago is pursuing an initiative known as "Engineering Practices in all Curricula," a creative, structured electronics and informatics education and training program that has a wealth of learning opportunities. The overall objective is to turn out skilled, bold university engineering graduates, who are articulate and energetic, to contribute to social, economic, and intellectual development in the Caribbean region, through innovation.  The promising results yielded by this program so far have generated a lot of interest.

In the area of technological development, Chile's Program to Attract International R&D Centers of Excellence for Competitiveness is seeking to bring international as well as institutional and business centers of excellence to that country to carry out research and development, technology transfer, and technology marketing activities that carry a lot of local and international economic impact while strengthening national R+D capacity.
These and other initiatives detailed by countries in their reports point to excellent practices that ought to be shared. These exchanges provide an invaluable tool to continue implementing the Plan of Action of Panama and support national science and technology development plans.
Finally, I would like to share a few thoughts as the out-going Chair of COMCYT.  The process we are launching with the Plan of Action of Panama established a new way for us to relate to and work with one another in an inclusive manner. For our efforts to be sized and yield fruit, we must be aware that this effort will take some time to mature. We've only just begun. It's not easy to provide the coordination that the groups need; neither is it easy to devote the necessary time to it as we all have very important responsibilities in our respective countries.  Based on what we've seen over these last two years, however, I am convinced that the outcomes we will see at the next ministerial meeting will reaffirm how important it is for us to continue with the model we have been using.  To achieve more and better results, as countries we must take our commitment very seriously and, as much as we can, mobilize resources for the working groups to increase activities and results. What we have accomplished so far has been done basically with resources and capacity available in our countries. I was very proud to have been involved at the start of this experiment that has spurred political dialogue and has helped to establish strategic partnerships with active, high-quality technical, professional, and personal partners. It is my firm belief that this second follow-up Plan of Action of Panama meeting will yield a host of possibilities in terms of new alliances and ideas for joint initiatives.
This meeting of COMCYT provides us an opportunity for more inter-American cooperation action around the pillars of the Plan of Action of Panama. Let us move onward. Thank you very much.
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