
At a glance
September 2015

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service
Author: Enrique Gómez Ramírez, Members' Research Service

EN
PE 568.314
Disclaimer and Copyright: The content of this document is the sole responsibility of the author and any opinions expressed therein do not necessarily represent the official
position of the European Parliament. It is addressed to the Members and staff of the EP for their parliamentary work. Reproduction and translation for non-commercial
purposes are authorised, provided the source is acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. © European Union, 2015.

eprs@ep.europa.eu – http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) – http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) – http://epthinktank.eu (blog)

The Ibero-American Conference
Established in 1991 as the only truly regional space for dialogue and cooperation, the Ibero-
American Conference is the first bi-continental international organisation, gathering Spanish- and
Portuguese-speaking countries of Europe and the Americas. With the gradual emergence of other
regional fora, it has had to adapt to the changing environment.

A brief history
Origins: The Ibero-American project started with the Spanish Government's idea to celebrate the fifth
centenary of the discovery of America, gathering all Ibero-American heads of state and government in Spain
in 1992. In 1990, King Juan Carlos of Spain presented the initiative to Mexican President Carlos
Salinas de Gortari. Brazilian President Fernando Collor de Mello soon joined the project. At the 1990
Rio Group Summit held in Caracas (Venezuela), Mexico convened the first summit for 1991 in Guadalajara,
and Brazil volunteered to organise the 1993 summit. At the same meeting, the Rio Group presidents adopted
the Declaration of Caracas, expressing their interest in participating in the three planned summits.
Nature: The Ibero-American Conference was presented as a kind of 'cultural super-nation spanning two
continents' and basing itself on a common historical, cultural and linguistic legacy. The only formal condition
set for membership was to be a 'sovereign State of America or Europe of Portuguese or Spanish language'.
No membership requirements were set, beyond this cultural affinity. Political and economic differences
were strictly respected (e.g. in the case of Cuba).
First reform – the Cardoso Report: At the 2002 summit, when the international context had become less
favourable for the project, former Brazilian President Fernando Henrique Cardoso was tasked with drafting a
report with proposals to reform the Ibero-American system. There was general agreement regarding the
need to strengthen the political dimension and give more emphasis to the cooperation aspect. A new format
was suggested for the summits, privileging talks between presidents, with the presidential conclusions taking
the form of a more concise and specific statement to improve its external impact. Another suggestion was to
clearly define a few priority lines of cooperation for all Ibero-American countries, and to establish a
permanent secretariat to ensure continuity between summits, with a very high-profile secretary general.
Second reform – the Lagos Report: At the 2012 summit, the heads of state or government agreed to set up a
committee presided by former Chilean President, Ricardo Lagos, to draft proposals for overhauling the
Ibero-American Conference and re-structuring its general secretariat. They agreed that cooperation should
concentrate where it is most effective; proposed to hold the summits every two years (alternating with the
EU-CELAC summits), and to hold meetings of the foreign affairs ministers with a focus on cooperation
activities in non-summit years. Furthermore, they agreed on holding business, civil society, parliamentary
and local government meetings in advance of summits; on integrating agencies into a single structure; on
grouping the programmes, initiatives and cooperation projects in four wide Ibero-American spaces
dedicated to knowledge, culture, social cohesion, economy and innovation; on creating an Ibero-American
cooperation fund; and on opening a space for dialogue and coordination with other regional organisations.
The members' economic contribution was lowered to 60% for the European side (of which 55% for Spain)
and raised to 40% for Latin American countries, with a medium-term goal of 50/50.

Structure
The Ibero-American Summit of Heads of State and Government is the highest authority of the Ibero-
American Conference, and relies on the agreements reached at the meetings of the foreign affairs ministers,
the national coordinators' networks and cooperation officers, and at other sectorial ministerial meetings. It
met once a year from 1991 to 2014, and will meet every two years starting in 2016. The heads of state or
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government of the 22 member countries are invited to participate. The host country suggests the meeting's
main topic of discussion and the meeting closes with a political declaration agreed upon by all parties. There
can also be additional declarations and special communiqués on specific subjects.
The Pro Tempore Secretariat, provided by the country hosting the current summit, coordinates the activities,
subject matter and agenda, as well as the sectorial ministerial meetings. The Troika is formed by the country
presiding the Pro Tempore Secretariat, that which hosted the preceding summit and that which will host the
following one; besides the organiser of the current summit, the extended Troika comprises the countries
having hosted the two preceding summits and those that will host the two following ones, a Central
American/Caribbean and a South American country not hosting a summit, and a European country.
Created in 2003 and operational since 2005, the Ibero-American General Secretariat (SEGIB) is a permanent
body that provides institutional, technical and administrative support to the conference, working closely
with the Pro Tempore Secretariat to prepare the summits. It also coordinates the work of the different Ibero-
American Conference agencies with the other bodies. Its headquarters are in Madrid, but it has sub-regional
offices in Montevideo, Mexico, Brasilia and Panama. The first Ibero-American secretary general was the
Uruguayan, Enrique Iglesias (2005–14), replaced by the Costa Rican, Rebeca Grynspan in 2014.
The Ibero-American Cooperation System: The Strategic Management Committee of the Ibero-American
Organisations (CoDEI) is a structure established in 2015, and made up of the COMIJB, OIJ, OEI, OISS and
SEGIB secretaries-general, to improve the Ibero-American system by adopting a common strategy and
planning; articulating their functions more successfully; improving visibility and using resources more
efficiently. The Ibero-American Organisation for Education, Science and Culture (OEI) is an
intergovernmental agency for cooperation in education, science, technology and culture. The Ibero-
American Social Security Organisation (OISS) is a specialised agency that aims to promote economic and
social welfare through the coordination, exchange and use of expertise in the field of social security and
social protection. The Ibero-American Youth Organisation (OIJ) is an intergovernmental agency gathering
the Ibero-American countries' youth ministries with the aim of including and integrating young people
through public policies. The Conference of Justice Ministers of the Ibero-American Countries (COMJIB)
promotes public policies in the field of justice, and hosts biennial plenary meetings of justice ministers.
Other conference fora: Other fora and meetings held in parallel with the summit are the Parliamentary Ibero-
American Forum, the Local Government Forum, the Civic Meeting, and the Business Meeting.

Achievements and future prospects
The Ibero-American Conference has helped to open a space for dialogue and cooperation at the highest
political level. It has furthermore allowed Spain and Portugal to strengthen their special relations with Latin
America, and Latin American countries to strengthen their global presence. It has also contributed to shaping
relations between Latin America and the EU. Its programmes, actions and initiatives cover a wide range of
cooperation areas. Most initiatives and cooperation programmes have concentrated in the areas of
democratic governance, education and culture, and a new inclusive and environmentally sustainable
development model. The cooperation framework has evolved towards shared leadership with an increasing
presence of South-South cooperation. Especially relevant is the communication and cooperation level
reached among civil society organisations. Among the main challenges for the future are better connection
and complementarity with the new regional Latin American fora (CELAC, UNASUR, Pacific Alliance), with the
Euro-Latin American space (EU-CELAC Summits) and the European institutions.

The Ibero-American Conference and the EU
Two Member States of the European Union  Spain and Portugal  are also full members of the Ibero-
American Conference. Other EU Member States  Belgium, France, Italy and The Netherlands  have
associate observer status. The initiative to hold a permanent dialogue at the highest level between Latin
American and Caribbean countries and the EU, which would evolve into the EU-LAC and later into the
EU-CELAC Summits, was first proposed by Spanish Prime Minister Jose Maria Aznar at the 1996
Ibero-American Summit.

The Ibero-American Secretary General, Rebeca Grynspan, took part in the high-level seminar: 'The European
Union and Latin America: common challenges and opportunities' organised by the European Parliament on
28 May 2015, prior to the most recent EU-CELAC Summit that was held in Brussels on 10-11 June 2015.
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