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Introduction

The Americas has been the region hardest hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. In Latin 
America and the Caribbean the crisis has produced the worst economic and social 
contraction in recent decades with a projected negative growth rate of 9.1% for 
2020, the worst figure in 120 years.1 Poverty is expected to reach the same levels 
of 2005 with 231 million people living in poverty, including 96 million people living 
in extreme poverty, a setback of 30 years. Of the 650 million people who live in the 
region, 45.4 million would be dispensed from or would exit the middle class to live 
on less than $2 a day.2

The crisis has exposed the region’s historic inequality rates due to its dependence 
on low-productivity sectors, the inability to incorporate more workers into formal 
jobs (60% of Latin Americans work in the informal sector and cannot effectively self-
quarantine), and the lack of effective tax systems to redistribute wealth concentrated 
among a small elite.

The health crisis triggered by the pandemic lowered foreign demand for goods 
(including raw materials) and services (particularly in the tourism sector in the 
Caribbean), increased economic uncertainty, decreased foreign investment, and is 
having a devastating impact on 2.7 million micro, small and medium-sized enterprises 
(MSMEs) which are expected to close this year.

According to the U.N. Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), before COVID -19 the debt to gross domestic product (GDP) ratio had 
reached a historical percentage of 320% in Latin America and the Caribbean which 
was exceeded in the first quarter of 2020, when it reached 331%.  

Therefore our region faces an unprecedented challenge and this calls for a true 
reset of the way productive sectors and the economy have functioned for the last 
century. How can we address the needed transformations required for inclusive 
growth and sustainable development to deliver a path out of poverty for everyone?

1. ECLAC, Estudio Económico de América Latina y el Caribe 2020. Principales condicionantes de las políticas fiscal y 
monetaria en la era pospandemia de COVID-19, October 2020.

2. ECLAC, Enfrentar los efectos cada vez mayores del COVID-19 para una reactivación con igualdad: nuevas proyecciones, 
July 2020.



In the post-COVID environment, gaps will continue to widen. This includes gaps in 
access to technology, education, economic opportunity and social mobility. Certain 
sectors of the economy, especially those requiring social interaction, mainly services 
such as tourism, entertainment, travel, among others, have been the most affected. 
The loss of income and job prospects makes the months and years ahead particularly 
difficult for the most vulnerable sectors of the population. Job losses have been even 
more severe among women and individuals with lower skills related to technology 
and the digital operation of business and productive activities.

The pandemic has amplified the adoption of new technologies. How can digital 
transformation be a job creator? How can increases in efficiency brought about by 
digital technology help businesses expand? How can MSMEs benefit from being 
digitized and having access to platforms to reach remote markets? 

As recently noted by two World Bank economists, “technology decreases the 
costs of doing business, complementing investments in infrastructure, free trade 
agreements, and other liberalization efforts to reduce trade barriers, which in 
turn expands global value chains and changes the geography of jobs.” In fact, “the 
pandemic has pushed societies to an inflection point where embracing technology 
is no longer an option but a necessity. It has also made workers more vulnerable. 
With the right steps and actions, businesses and governments can take the crisis as 
an opportunity to build for the future.”3 These issues are vital for Latin America and 
the Caribbean and the future of global trade and intraregional trade. In this regard, 
combining technological capabilities, local sourcing and entrepreneurship will help 
produce new economic opportunities in local economies. 

To address the long-term effects of the pandemic, societies will need to adapt 
and support the most vulnerable while also taking steps to design and implement 
strategies to bolster economic recovery and build long-term resiliency. Governments, 
private sector and civil society will need to have a shared agenda. Countries and 
sectors having been affected differently public policy instruments, programs and 
support mechanisms will have to be adapted to each society’s reality. 

3. Federica Saliola and Asif M. Islam, “How to Harness the Digital Transformation of the Covid Era,” Harvard Business 
Review, September 24, 2020.



A Regional Agenda for Economic Recovery and 
Resilience for the Americas
As recently highlighted by OAS member states in the 2020 Resolution “Advancing 
Hemispheric Initiatives on Integral Development: Promoting Resilience,” adopted 
at the 50th OAS General Assembly held on October 20-21, 2020, the “pandemic 
reinforces the need for OAS member states to urgently design and implement 
policies, strategies and programs aimed at reducing their vulnerability and 
building their resilience to external shocks...” The Government of Ecuador, as 
Chair Pro Tempore of the Inter-American Competitiveness Network (RIAC), with 
the support of the OAS Technical Secretariat, is convening Ministers and High-
Level Authorities of Competitiveness to address some of the key areas to foster 
economic recovery and resiliency in the Americas in a regional dialogue to be held 
virtually on November 24, 2020. 

The Government of Ecuador, as RIAC Chair Pro Tempore, and the OAS invite 
leaders to join the RIAC meeting in preparation for the XI Americas Competitiveness 
Forum (ACF) to be held in February 2021. The November 24 meeting aims to set 
the foundations for a new regional competitiveness agenda in the Americas to be 
launched at the ACF in 2021. This new regional competitiveness agenda will include 
actionable recommendations, focus on economic recovery, and be anchored in 
good practices and regional cooperation. The RIAC provides the platform for OAS 
member states to respond to the call for action to urgently design and implement 
policies, strategies and programs aimed at reducing their vulnerability and building 
long term resiliency together with strategic partners.



Competitiveness authorities of OAS member states are encouraged to present 
proposals and regional solutions to address the following questions:

Question 1 
What are the most promising tools and solutions to reduce gaps and increase 
opportunities to leverage digital transformation, empower small entrepreneurs 
and accelerate innovation-driven economies in response to the pandemic? 

Question 2
How do we develop a coherent results-based approach to support MSMEs?

Question 3
How can OAS member states foster entrepreneurship and rethink the way 
we learn focusing on re-skilling and connecting education to the economy to 
address chronic informality and limited social mobility?

Question 4
What are the critical actions needed to improve the regulatory environment 
and improve trade facilitation? How can we more broadly reengage on trade 
in a post-pandemic world and connect with the regional and global economy? 
What anti-corruption model solutions that can be deployed/adopted to secure 
transparency and accountability? 

Question 5
How can the RIAC be better positioned to foster national and sub-regional 
economic recovery plans? How can the RIAC increase public-private 
collaboration to support strategic sectors and industries?

 
These questions will guide the open discussion among member states to be moderated 
by the Chair Pro Tempore of RIAC. Delegations will have the opportunity to put forward 
ideas, solutions, and proposals with interventions of no more than five (5) minutes. 
Delegations are encouraged to submit in advance their contributions based on the 
questions provided in writing (no more than 5 slides or 3 pages total). The inputs and 
deliberations of the RIAC Meeting on November 24 will inform and shape the agenda 
of the XI ACF in February 2021. 

Additionally the OAS Technical Secretariat will present some of the main highlights 
from the RIAC COVID-19 Ideas Accelerator, the most salient results of the Americas 
Competitiveness Exchange (ACE) Program and an overview of the RIAC Schedule of 
events for 2021. 


