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UNASUR – BACKGROUND

Responding to the growing need for an organisation that uniquely represented the direction and character of the emerging South American continent, on May 23, 2008, UNASUR became “the first international treaty exclusively negotiated and signed jointly by all the South American Nations.” This move signified the august determination of the signatories to construct a unique
…space for the integration and union in the cultural, social, economic and political fields amongst their peoples, granting priority to political dialogue, social policies, education, energy, infrastructure, financing and the environment…with a view to eliminate socio-economic inequality, to achieve social inclusion and citizens’ participation, to strengthen democracy and to reduce asymmetries in the framework of strengthening the sovereignty and independence of the states.”
Standing on the shoulders of older initiatives such as MERCOSUR, the Andean Community and CARICOM, UNASUR seeks to complete the integration process of the region that has stymied the earnest efforts of the former organisations. To do this five principles have been adopted by the grouping:

· Solidarity and cooperation

· Sovereignty and self-determination of the peoples

· Peace

· Democracy and pluralism

· Harmony with nature

UNASUR is effectively the most modern and ambitious regional project since, even more than the EU’s thrust, it attempts to create a “social contract for integration with a human face.” With 17.6million square kilometres of territory of which 8million square kilometres is covered by a forest replete with ecological wonders, UNASUR is borders two oceans thereby easily straddling issues on both sides of the globe. With 27% of the world’s remaining fresh water supplies in its Amazonian midst, and with a population in excess of 377million inhabitants speaking four different official UN languages and dozens more indigenous dialects, and with a gross domestic product of 1.5trillion dollars, “it boasts an important and diversified industrial zone and with scientific and excellent technological universities and research centres.” This presents the continent with a very positive opportunity to set forth a comprehensive and multidimensional unity plan that than decrease the inequality within the various sections of society which has already begun in earnest throughout the membership.
THE PRO-TEMPORE PRESIDENCY

Article 7 - The Pro-Tempore Presidency 
The Pro-Tempore Presidency of UNASUR will be held successively by each of the Member States, in alphabetical order, for periods of one year. Its responsibilities are:

- To prepare, summon and preside over the meetings of the bodies of UNASUR;

- To present to the Council of Ministers of Foreign Affairs and to the Council of Delegates the annual program of activities of UNASUR with dates, venues and agenda of the meetings of its bodies in coordination with the General Secretariat;

- To represent UNASUR in international events, with the prior authorization of the Member States;

- To undertake commitments and to sign Declarations with third parties, with prior consent of the appropriate bodies of UNASUR.
THE INTERNSHIP
When I arrived in Guyana, I had no idea exactly what the internship would entail or if I would acclimatise comfortably with the prevailing environment. The only thing I was certain of was that whatever the circumstances I would make it work. Choosing to arrive on a Sunday I had enough time to settle in to my accommodations, make some preliminary enquiries and sort out my living arrangements. The following Monday, 5th September, 2011 I proceeded to Ministry of Foreign Affairs Takuba Lodge in Georgetown to begin my stint at the UNASUR Pro-tempore Presidency Unit. When I arrived, I realised that I was the first person on the compound – a hold-over from competing with traffic in my homeland to arrive on time. Shortly thereafter I was directed to the Unit’s office where I surprised the first officer to arrive Mr. Javon Rodrigues - Foreign Service Officer II – who had no idea that the unit was scheduled to have another intern! When the UNASUR head Mrs. Audrey Jardine-Waddell arrived along with Mr. Vernon Robinson- the Senior Foreign Service Officer, I proceeded to introduce myself and my purpose for being there. Apparently the paperwork informing the unit of my presence got waylaid somewhere during the process and so I was a Monday morning surprise.
Mrs. Jardine-Waddell however, confidently sorted out the oversight and soon I was ushered into her office for an initial interview. During this interview I shared my reasons for wanting to be part of the programme, my academic and professional qualifications and a more general picture of what I hoped to achieve from the internship period; namely to become more fully cognizant of the aims and intent of UNASUR, the way in which it can be married –if at all- to the CARICOM process, and to learn enough about the organisation such that I could use this knowledge to buttress the research work I intended to pursue at the MPhil/PhD level. During our first conversation, Mrs. Jardine-Waddell and I appeared to have a similar worldview –even though her experience gave her a slightly more objective point of view. We agreed upon a broad outline of what I would focus on and discussed my first project – to do an assessment of the role of the Secretary-Generals of several different regional bodies and offer a discussion on the relative benefits and challenges to the Secretary-General of UNASUR. The purpose: recently there had been discussions and concerns among Member States that the Office of the Secretary-General was not as clearly articulated as it ought to have been especially in the face of the establishment and purpose of the Pro-tempore Chairs which handled several of the process usually controlled by the Secretary-General.
Following this conversation I was introduced around by Mr. Rodrigues and taken to the office that would be my home for the next several weeks. My desk, located one floor down from the Unit also housed the Foreign Service Officer III, Mrs. Anyin Choo - most recently the Charge d’Affaires of the Guyanese Embassy in Beijing, China, Ms. Candida Daniels Acting Director of the Department of the Americas and Mr. Shiraz Mohammed officer in the Rio Group Unit. The IT officer arrived promptly thereafter to enable my internet connectivity and I was soon settled in and busy thumbing through the materials that I was given to familiarise myself with the purpose of the Unit and its current focus. The rest of the first day- and for several weeks afterwards was interesting to say the least. Ever so often someone from another unit or floor would find their way to the office in which I was housed to meet the “trini” working with them for the next couple of weeks and to encourage me to go out and see everything Guyana had on offer. I was variously invited out for drinks, eats, sight-seeing trips and even earned an invitation to go see the Golden Jaguars (Guyana National Football Team) play a World Cup qualifier against Bermuda when it was discovered that I am an avid football fan. Mrs. Choo and I were soon on a first name basis when in conversation we uncovered several mutual interests and for the rest of my internship we would engage in very interesting discussion on an almost daily basis whenever there was a lull in activities around the office.
The timing of my internship fell during a period in the office when the Unit was preparing for a Heads of Government meeting in Ecuador as well as several other smaller meetings at various venues around South America and so it was clearly articulated to me that I would be responsible for managing my first assignment independently and that I was to use whatever resources I had at my disposal – the CARICOM headquarters located in Guyana, the Foreign Affairs Library located on the ground floor, documentation in Spanish (mainly) and Portuguese which the department received from the various member States and of course my training in research to complete my first undertaking. Mrs. Jardine-Waddell, in explaining the level of independent work I would be expected to do, took the opportunity to invite me to attend – should the financial support from my sponsors allow- the Heads of Government meeting scheduled for the 28-30 September in Quito, Ecuador. For her this would be an important aspect of the internship since I would be able to witness the marriage of the process started in the Unit with how it was operationalised by the various Leaders of governments in the region. This however was not possible for me due to having already used from my personal savings to cover my stay in Guyana. Dr. Kirton attempted to secure some additional funding for this trip with the Unit, but unfortunately was unsuccessful also.
Because the Unit was in the process of winding down its operations for the transfer of powers to the next Pro-Tempore Secretariat, I was able to see in detail the full operation of the Unit, the work done on the various arms of UNASUR – Mr. Robinson was in the process of compiling the Review magazine that would be published following the handing over of responsibilities to the next Chair – Paraguay. My language skills were often tested during my internship since in order to conduct much of the research I engaged in- whether it was to complete the first assignment on the Secretary-General, the report I submitted orally on the viability and likelihood of the BANCOSUR becoming a reality and Guyana’s relative capacity to be a player in it, or to back up my assertions in an article I wrote which was published in the Trinidad Newsday entitled ‘New Regionalism and UNASUR’ I was compelled to draw on all my Spanish language capacity and to be thankful that through Mrs. Jardine-Waddell and Mr. Robinson I was allowed  to join the Portuguese language class being held at the Ministry of Foreign Affair for the staff as part of the wider UNASUR integration movement.
Perception vs Reality

As an intern it is often odd to find yourself privy to information that would not usually be available for your eyes. You are often caught between expecting substantiation for what you believe to be the circumstance – from what you have read - and being faced with the reality of the situation. Whilst doing academic research for the project prior to joining the Unit as an Intern, I had very clear ideas about the organisation – its purpose, and what I believed it could be adapted for in relation to the Caribbean region. I believed that UNASUR was the answer to Latin America’s search for a star on which it could rise. I believed that through Guyana and Suriname’s involvement with UNASUR, the region stood to benefit greatly from strategic nurturing of connectivities regarding tourism, trade and cultural exchanges, and I firmly believed that if the Caribbean does not actively attempt to attach its future to this Southern –pink if you will- tide, then for lack of prescience it would be drowned in the growing tide that is the Latin movement to autonomy and self-determination. 

From what I have read, witnessed and discussed with the staff of the Unit, I was not very far off the mark. UNASUR has hundreds of little programmes already on stream in the areas, of health, society, culture, politics, and finance. Through its Initiative for the Integration of Regional Infrastructure in South America (IIRSA), UNASUR has already largely conquered the physical geography issues which once divided the continent. It has brought a reality of neighbourhood survival concretely home to all of the Member States and has informed implicitly much of the policy directions currently being taken by the regions’ leaders. As the only English-speaking country in the grouping, Guyana has had to overcome decades of overt ignorance of the importance of multi-linguistic ability due to its formerly Northern orientation. Geographic determinism and the rise of Brasil have upended this former belief in the supremacy of the English language. Currently the government is pushing – with full support of the Brazilian government to build a Portuguese literate population – I was also an accidental beneficiary of this thrust and can now boast of my ability to converse and understand Portuguese at an intermediate level. 
In terms of the political, trade and cultural push of the grouping my perception going in was cemented. From discussions, having access to reports and to on-the-ground information from the staff of the unit it was concretely brought home to me just how expansionist this grouping intends to be. BANCOSUR its only stress point at the moment has been largely shelved at the moment over concerns regarding quotas and the Venezuelan lobby to have Member States repatriate their foreign reserves from external bodies and lodge it with BACOSUR. Overnight it would become the most powerful institution should that be done, but it would also shift the intent of the bank away from its developmental orientation and transmogrify it into a direct competitor to institutional behemoths such as the IMF and the World Bank- something which from my reading of the situation, no Member State is willing or able to even contemplate at the moment. 
Brazil’s Caribbean trajectory is overt through UNASUR if not directly stated. Whilst engaging with the details of the grouping it has also begun structuring its campaign to become a regional force by opening embassies in each of the islands of the Caribbean and has been fully involved in driving the CARICOM Brazil Summit agenda.  From an observation of the tenor of the UNASUR body it is my belief that regardless of the difficulties inherent in forming a grouping populated with so many ‘strongman’ leaders and cultural powerhouses, UNASUR is here to stay and will only gain strength the closer it comes to actual opening of the Secretariat in Ecuador. 

I witnessed on several occasions how hard the unit worked to drive the completion and seamless coordination of conferences and working groups for the body and noted happily that the relationship that the Guyanese staff officials shared with other units across the membership and the projects of the grouping was very strong and reciprocal. On an almost daily basis communiqués from the different unites were received and discussed. Phone calls from Paraguay or Ecuador, Brasil or Argentina or Venezuela would be received by the Officers to discuss the emails’ contents or how to make the best use of the various representatives being sent to participate in projects, working groups or meetings. On a rotating basis a different officer of the unit would be missing almost weekly, having to attend meetings in different countries in the region – each with an area or two of focus. UNASUR’s goals require a lot of group and individual effort, commitment and personal sacrifices. 
Exploration and adventure
Over the six-week period outside of the workday I explored Guyana! From my first hesitant forays on to Regent Street – the main thoroughfare in Georgetown, I began to extend my self-imposed boundaries to the outer delimits of the city, into the market area and the arcades – alleyways really where Guyanese people sell clothing, food, jewellery and various other products. On the weekends, thanks in large part to Ms. Roxanne Adrian – a friend I made from the Guyanese M.Sc cohort of the Institute of International Relations (IIR) department of the University of the West Indies. With her and various member of her family – they are of Amerindian heritage- I was able to visit the Amerindian Heritage Festival Village, and attend the Amerindian bi-annual beauty Pageant. 
I visited Berbice and New Amsterdam, went to the Amerindian village located in Mahaicony in the area known as St. Cuthbert’s and saw, ate, and experienced many beautiful aspects of the month long celebrations dedicated to the Amerindian Peoples of Guyana. I experienced my first car breakdown in the middle of nowhere. On our way to St. Cuthbert’s the vehicle in which we were travelling could not negotiate the white sand road that is the only way in or out of the area which is several hundred miles from Georgetown – and where there was is phone signal. Helping to push a car through wet sand, then watching it drive away and leave you since it cannot carry passengers and having to walk a couple miles of the way to meet it was a terrifying, exhilarating and unforgettable experience. At one point during the trip I wondered to myself, “could this be the beginning of one of those bad movies where you see terrible things happen to tourists?” My morbid imagination did not come through thankfully, but the memory of those scary moments when we realised that we had to just keep walking and hope for the best will live on with me forever. 
During this trip into the interior for the festival I met some other foreigners who were also doing internships in Guyana. I met seven (7) of them the first night from Canada, Australia, Ireland, and Iran and we had a wonderful time exchanging stories of our time to that point in Guyana late into the night. The one low point of the trip was the group decision to visit the creek the next morning for a swim. Everyone agreed and we set off for the creek located some 20 minute walk away. Whilst bathing in the black water – which I had to be cajoled and prodded into entering because of my fear of what could lie beneath the seemingly placid waters- we noticed a group of village men begin to prod the water with long sticks while yet other men would dive below the surface for long periods only to come up and repeat the process in an ever widening circle. My imagination – always known for being overactive kicked in and I wondered out loud to my group if they could be looking for someone who had drowned or something. No one contradicted my words and suddenly the divers changed direction and came down river to where we were and while passing to go further down river one could be heard to say “I telling you I know where that body is. I diving here years and I know where he stick.”
Needless to say all activity in our group ceased and we all turned to see where they were headed. Not 15ft from where we stood in shock, the same old villager who made the comment found a young man who –from what we discovered after hastily exiting the creek and distancing ourselves from the process- had been drinking with some friends the night before and decided to go diving in the dark and had hit his head in a shallow area and either died instantly or drowned whilst unconscious. My earlier hesitance to enter the black creek water for fear of what lay beneath had been justified and was the focus of much of the conversation during our trip back on the back of a truck we hired to take us home. Our experience cemented my friendship with these other interns who were variously from the Office of the President, the Forestry division, Housing and Education.
I have grown tremendously during my time in Guyana in terms of my capacity to learn and to evolve. At one point during a walk to visit the Sea Wall – a popular hangout for the young Guyanese people (which totally ignores the fact that this ‘liming’ spot is the reason Georgetown is able to exist at all) I became homesick. The beautiful and friendly people I met during this trip and whom I still am in regular contact with was able to help me over that period half way through the internship when I thought I would not survive for another three weeks. I know now that I am more resilient than I gave myself credit for; I am well able to participate fully in the highly charged environment that is International Relations. I eagerly look forward to the next opportunity I get to engage in personal and professional growth as an emerging political researcher of Caribbean origins.

Gwendolene Roberts

24th October, 2011

