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Introduction 

 

The Williamsburg Conference in 1995 marked a turning point in the Hemisphere with 

respect to defence and security issues.  The Williamsburg Principles focused on 

democracy and the role of the military within a democracy, increased transparency on 

defence matters, the resolution of disputes by negotiated settlement, and the promotion of 

greater defence cooperation.  The creation of the Conference of Defence Ministers of the 

Americas (CDMA) is one of the concrete ways in which the countries of the Hemisphere 

have continued their discussion of and work in these important areas.  It was a significant 

shift in the way in which the countries of the Hemisphere approached defence and 

security matters.   The positive contributions the CDMA has made since its inception are 

generally acknowledged within the Hemisphere.  However, it would be accurate to note 

that throughout the relatively short history of the CDMA, debate has ebbed and flowed 

with respect to how best to organize the Conference so as to make it as efficient and 

effective as possible.  Most recently, considerable informal debate occurred before and 

during the CDMA 2006 in Managua, Nicaragua with respect to the creation of a 

permanent secretariat for the CDMA.  Although no consensus was achieved, the Member 

States in their Final Declaration resolved “to continue consultations with a view to 

sustain the institutional memory of the Conference of Ministers of Defense of the 

Americas.”  As the next host nation, Canada undertook to examine some of the lessons 

learned from previous conferences with the intention of providing further analysis and 

possible options on this issue before the CDMA 2008.  To that end, this discussion paper 

will: 

 

 briefly outline pertinent background to this issue; 

 analyze the challenges before the CDMA; 

 list a series of starting assumptions and facts; 

 pose critical questions to help guide the discussions; and, 

 survey the possible options. 
 

The goal of this lessons-learned project is simple: as the current host nation, Canada 

seeks to stimulate constructive debate and creative thinking about how we, as Member 

States, may wish to see the CDMA further develop institutionally and organizationally.  

This paper is meant to anchor the discussion in a concise and straightforward way, rather 

than undertake an exhaustive historical analysis.  The intent is for Member States to 

consider the question of the way ahead with respect to a more permanent CDMA 

architecture so substantive discussions on the matter can be held at the Preparatory 

Conference in May.  It is also useful to set out what this paper is not: it does not represent 

a particular position of the Canadian Government, nor does it make an argument for a 

particular way ahead or assume an exclusive right to make proposals.  Rather, this paper 

is meant to launch meaningful discussions in an impartial and open way.    



Background 

 

Since 1995, the Conference of Defence Ministers of the Americas has responded to the 

interests of its Member States, providing a valuable forum of debate, increasing 

cooperation and contributing to the defence and security of its members.  The onus for 

organizing each conference has fallen to a succession of host nations, each of which has 

capably met this challenge.  The host nation funds the organization of the Conference, 

staffs the Executive Secretariat that undertakes all the administrative and policy work, 

and develops the thematic agenda for the consideration of the Member States.  It 

normally does so from a clean slate, that is, with little organizational continuity from the 

last conference.  Against this backdrop, the success of past Conferences is all the more 

noteworthy.  However, notwithstanding these past successes, throughout the CDMA’s 

history, different opinions and ideas have emerged about how best to organize the 

Conference.  Organizing an event as large and as complex as the CDMA, is a 

complicated and costly undertaking.  It is not uncommon for Host Nations to spend 

several million dollars in hospitality and staffing expenses over a one or two year period.  

The key issue is whether a better way of organizing the Conference exists, one that would 

reduce the organizational burden to the host nation while at the same time supporting its 

role as host nation.  This could have important implications for the CDMA, particularly 

as most of the larger and wealthier nations have already played the host nation role.  

Additional organizational support could make hosting the Conference a more attractive 

and reasonable proposition for smaller nations or those nations with less resources to 

devote to such an expensive undertaking. 

 

The question of new architecture for the CDMA can also be considered in the context of 

other organizations and institutions within the Hemisphere.  In a sense, the CDMA is 

something of an orphan process in the institutional universe of the Hemisphere.  It is the 

only Ministerial not supported by a secretariat, and the only organization that does not 

have some kind of permanent architecture that assists with organization and continuity.  

Some organizations have large, permanent architectures, e.g. the Organization of 

American States and the Summit of the Americas, and others have smaller, more ad hoc 

ones, e.g. Conference of American Armies.  While the way in which they organize 

themselves may vary, the underlying point is that they each have some kind of 

architecture to support organization and continuity.  When comparing the CDMA and 

other organizations and institutions in the Hemisphere, it is clear that the CDMA is one of 

the only defence and security-oriented processes.  Most are political or economic in 

nature.  This generates sensitivities that may not exist in other spheres of interest.  Thus, a 

critical consideration for Member States is whether the maturing of defence and security 

issues in the Hemisphere merits concurrent activity to augment the organizational 

capacity of the CDMA. 

 

Further, the issue of how to organize the CDMA should also be considered against the 

history and regulations of the CDMA itself.  When the CDMA was created, significant 

support existed in some quarters for a permanent secretariat.  However, the notion of a 

permanent secretariat made many in the Hemisphere nervous and the idea was quickly set 

aside.  However, informal discussions about whether the CDMA should establish a more 



formal architecture continued.  In Managua at CDMA 2006, these discussions centered 

on whether the IADB should play the role of a permanent secretariat for the CDMA.  

Again, no consensus was reached but the Final Declaration indicated that Member States 

remained willing to continue consultations on sustaining the “institutional memory” of 

the CDMA.  In addition, the Conference regulations suggest continuity was a concern for 

the CDMA founders.  Specifically, Article 28 states that the outgoing Host Country “will 

designate at least two staff members of the Executive Secretariat during the first year to 

advise the new Host Country in the organization and operation of the Protempore 

Secretariat, so as to facilitate the organization’s continuity and operation.  This 

consultancy will be provided at the request of the incoming Host Country as mutually 

agreed with the outgoing Host Country.”   Thus, it would not be unreasonable to argue 

that a basis upon which to build additional organizational architecture already exists 

within the CDMA regulations. 

 

In undertaking this lessons learned project, Canada understood the debate around 

increasing the organizational capacity of the CDMA would be considerable as well as 

both positive and negative.  As host nation of the CDMA 2008, Canada is happy to 

provide the launching point for more discussion.  For the reasons articulated above – the 

administrative and financial burdens of organizing the CDMA, the place of the CDMA 

among the institutions of the Hemisphere, and the basis for continued discussion as found 

in both the CDMA’s history and current regulations – further discussion of additional 

CDMA organizational architecture will be a worthwhile endeavour. 

 

The Challenges 

 

At this point, an outline of the key organizational challenges facing the CDMA is useful.  

In looking at past Conferences, it becomes clear that there are two broad categories of 

challenges.  The first is institutional in nature and includes more ‘political’ issues 

pertaining to matters at the heart of what the CDMA is and questions of what it should or 

could be.  Consequently, they are more likely to come with associated sensitivities and 

possibly charged histories.  These institutional issues include: 

 

 Capacity among Member States to host an event as large and expensive as the 
CDMA.  As noted above, the Host Nation must commit a significant amount of 

resources to mount the Conference.  Most of the nations that may easily absorb 

the financial and staffing costs of such an undertaking have already hosted.  Some 

nations may wish to host but feel reluctant to do so because of the large associated 

costs.  And others may be tempted to host without adequate resources in place.  

The heart of this issue is that within a process involving 34 Member States, the 

costs of hosting place limitations on which countries may volunteer for Host 

Nation responsibilities.  Since the Host Nation proposes the Conference theme 

and develops the thematic agenda, such limitations may serve to narrow the 

development of the CDMA over the long-term. 

 Reluctance in some quarters but enthusiasm in others for a more permanent 
CDMA architecture.  It often seems that the enthusiasm of some for such an 

architecture fuels the reluctance of others.  At the inception of CDMA, discussion 



had occurred with respect to whether the Conference needed a permanent 

secretariat.  The questions of where such an office would be located and who 

would fund it were problematic for many within the Hemisphere and the proposal 

was abandoned.  Similarly, the proposal at the VII CDMA to house a permanent 

secretariat with the IADB was met with skepticism and some distrust, indicating 

that many within the Hemisphere remain wary of concentrating the organizational 

capabilities of the CDMA in one place.  This wariness colours the discourse in the 

Hemisphere about what kind of CDMA architecture might be most useful to 

Member States.  Consequently, it poses a significant challenge in future 

discussions of how to provide the CDMA with greater organizational tools.   

 Most member states generally agree with the purpose of the CDMA but different 
views exist as to how best to serve that stated purpose.  The heart of the issue is 

whether CDMA purposes are better served by a more permanent type of 

architecture (e.g. a permanent secretariat or a smaller, less involved option) or 

whether they are better served by a more ad-hoc arrangement (e.g. the current 

practice, or the current practice plus something else).  Perhaps the prism through 

which to view this issue is to consider what would best support the Host Nation in 

its endeavors to both organize the Conference and develop the thematic lines. 

 Disconnection between the CDMA and all other Hemispheric institutions and 

organizations.  Although the CDMA was created out of the Summit of the 
Americas in the mid-1990s, it has developed and remained bereft of any 

sustainable links to other organizations in the Hemisphere.  While this does 

provide the CDMA some flexibility in addressing issues, its institutional isolation 

also means that the Conference cannot and does not make use of the capacities 

and institutional memory of other organizations, e.g. IADB, OAS, etc.  It further 

means that the Host Nation cannot harness existing horse power within the 

Hemisphere to assist it in organizing the Conference. 

 Multilateral system underpinned by bilateral arrangements.  While the creation of 

the CDMA marked an important multilateral shift within the Hemisphere and 

defence and security issues, bilateral arrangements and agreements between 

Member States continue to underpin this multilateral system.  This situation 

evolved for a number of historical reasons and continues because of current 

imperatives for some Member States.  However, the effect is that the multilateral 

system represented by the CDMA is somewhat hollowed by the continuing 

importance of the parallel bilateral system.  In practical terms, it makes a more 

permanent CDMA architecture less compelling than it would otherwise be. 

 

The second broad category of challenges for the CDMA is organizational in nature, and 

includes issues of a more practical nature.  As such, these challenges may be somewhat 

easier to resolve than the institutional challenges listed above, and are as follows: 

 

 Host nations are forced to reinvent the wheel for each Conference.  Although 
some Hosts have made well-received efforts to handover information to incoming 

hosts, each Host Nation starts almost from scratch in terms of building the 

Executive Secretariat and organizing the practical aspects of such a large 



Conference.  This undoubtedly leads to the same practical lessons being learned 

repeatedly by different Host Nations in successive years.    

 Lack of continuity between Conferences.  While the Host Nation is sorting out the 
organizational complexities of the Conference, it must simultaneously develop the 

thematic agenda.  This double duty can place enormous burdens upon the Host 

Nation, particularly if it undertakes a significant number of consultations as it 

develops the thematic agenda.  In addition, a lack of handover between outgoing 

and incoming Host Nations may increase the burden of developing the agenda on 

the incoming Host.  A lack of continuity between Conferences led, in part, to the 

development of the Consensus Document at the VII Conference in Managua. 

 Limitations on possible hosts.  As noted above, the financial and administrative 

costs of hosting the CDMA are substantial.  This in turn can serve to limit the 

number of Member States that wish to host.  From a strictly practical perspective, 

this places the organizational burdens for the Conference on to a handful of 

nations.  A more permanent organizational architecture for the CDMA could level 

the playing field for smaller nations with less resources that also wish to host. 

 

Starting Facts and Assumptions 

 

In order for any discussions to have a common starting point, it may be useful to outline 
the facts and assumptions that Member States may share.  Broadly speaking, these are as 

follows: 

 

 The status quo has worked reasonably well to date.  However, consideration of 

whether improvements could still be made is a useful discussion to have. 

 Recent CDMA declarations, as well as existing CDMA regulations, lay the 
foundations for addressing how the CDMA functions and point the way to any 

future changes or improvements Member States may desire. 

 CDMA nations want the Conference to be efficient and effective.  

 The CDMA is the only Ministerial gathering in the Hemisphere that does not have 

some sort of permanent architecture. 

 Recent Conference hosts have made efforts to provide incoming hosts with some 
hand-over information, illustrating the usefulness of increased continuity and 

cohesiveness between Conferences. 

 Historically, discussion around enhancing the capacity of the CDMA has been 
sensitive, particularly any suggestion to create a permanent secretariat. 

 

Starting Questions 

 

The avenues for debating a way ahead for the CDMA are multifold.  In order to lend 

some order to the discussions, it may be useful for Member States to consider the matter 

in terms of the following questions: 

 

 What do you think is working well for the CDMA, both institutionally and 

organizationally? 



 Do you agree that the CDMA has some institutional and organizational 
challenges? 

 How satisfied are you with the current CDMA process?  Is it working well from 

your point of view?  Are there any possible changes that you believe would make 

the system better? 

 If you believe some changes could be made, what kind of changes would you like 
to see?  Do you foresee a minimum threshold that is required to change the status 

quo?  What would that threshold be? 

 If you do not believe some changes should be made, what can be done to address 
the CDMA’s challenges as they currently exist? 

 Should potential changes centre on assisting the Host Nation in its hosting duties?  

 What are the implications (if any) of maintaining the status quo, for both future 

host nations and the CDMA process itself?  Are these implications acceptable? 

 Should Member States agree that some change is desirable, how can different 
ideas on the nature of these changes be best reconciled?  Are there other options 

not addressed by this paper? 

 

Possible Options 

 

Proposing possible options is a slightly daunting task as the possibilities and permutations 

can be numerous.  The suggested list below is not meant to be exhaustive but rather 

reflects possibilities that seemed amenable to the CDMA, whether those possibilities 

entail a large change or a small one.  Since the purpose of this paper is to generate some 

further creative thinking on the subject, we are of course interested in other suggestions 

not included below.  With respect to the suggested options, they are organized as follows: 

identification of the option followed by a general description, key questions to be 

resolved and possible advantages and disadvantages. 

 

Independent Secretariat Options 

 

Option A: An executive secretariat co-located with the OAS.  Such a secretariat could be 

co-located with the Department of Multidimensional Security. 

 Key questions to be resolved: Would the OAS be open to such an arrangement?  
If so, how long would negotiations take?  Who would do the negotiating for 

Member States?  Who would fund and staff the secretariat?  Would it have 

additional responsibilities? 

 Advantages: 

o It would link the CDMA more closely with the largest and arguably most 

prominent Hemispheric institution. 

o It would help to remove any appearance of one or several Member States 

holding greater influence than the others within the Secretariat. 

o It could relieve the administrative burden upon the Host Nation. 

o It could serve an archive function. 

o Administrative continuity between Conferences would be easier. 

 Disadvantages: 
o It is unclear whether such an arrangement would be workable. 



o The OAS may turn to the IADB to assist it.  It is unclear whether this 

would be acceptable to CDMA Member States. 

o Possibility that OAS concerns and/or priorities could come to dominate 

the CDMA’s agenda. 

o Washington is an expensive location in which to base a secretariat. 

 

Option B: An executive secretariat with a permanent base and funding in a location other 

than Washington. 

 Key questions to be resolved: Who would organize, staff and fund it? Where 
would it be located?  Could it piggyback with an OAS regional office?  Would the 

Member States and the OAS be open to such an arrangement?  Would it be tasked 

only with organizing a Conference every two years or have additional 

responsibilities as well? 

 Advantages: 

o It could relieve the administrative burden upon the Host Nation, leaving 

more time and resources for thematic development. 

o It could serve an archive function. 

o Administrative continuity between Conferences would be easier. 

o A location elsewhere in the hemisphere could serve to diversify the inter-

American system. 

 Disadvantages: 

o A possible disconnection with other Hemispheric institutions could result; 

that is, it would be more difficult to connect with Washington-based 

institutions. 

o A possibility could exist that whoever funds and staffs the secretariat 

could dominate it, or at least give that appearance. 

 

Secretariat-lite Options 

 

Option A: Use the IADB to organize the Conference.  Rather than use the IADB as an 

executive secretariat, engage it to undertake administrative organization of the  

Conference on behalf of the Host Nation, which would continue to be responsible for 

thematic development. 

 Key questions: Would this save the Host Nation time and money?  Would the 
difference in memberships be problematic?  Would any use of the IADB be 

acceptable to CDMA Member States? 

 Advantages: 
o It could provide administrative continuity. 

o It could serve an archive function. 

o The CDMA would be seen as supporting another Hemispheric 

organization which is in the process of evolving. 

 Disadvantages: 

o The CDMA Member States continue to have reservations about the IADB 

and its usefulness. 

o The civil-military balance within the CDMA could be affected, or at least 

have the appearance of being affected. 



o There is a possibility that this option would not save the Host Nation 

resources but would simply add another level of bureaucracy to the 

administration to be accomplished. 

 

Option B: A self-identified secretariat made up of those Member States that volunteer to 

be a part of it and to provide funds towards Conference organization.  These countries 

would meet periodically to plan the conference, agenda, etc. and then hand off to the 

incoming host. 

 Key questions to be resolved: How many members would be workable?  Would 
too many cooks spoil the broth?  How far would the secretariat’s decision-making 

power go, e.g. in terms of decisions that could cost the Host Nation money?   

 Advantages: 

o Such an option could reduce the administrative and financial burdens on 

the incoming Host Nation, freeing up resources for thematic development. 

o Continuity between Conferences would be easier.  Although the 

membership of such a secretariat would be change over time, there would 

be some constancy in members between Conferences; the odds of starting 

from a ‘blank slate’ would be greatly reduced. 

o An archive function could be established. 

 Disadvantages: 
o Too few or two many voluntary secretariat members could be problematic.  

Too few could result in not enough burden-sharing while too many could 

negatively impact the ability of the secretariat to reach decisions. 

o Bilateral issues or problems between Member States could find another 

forum in which to air, to the detriment of organizing the CDMA. 

o There is a possibility such a secretariat could stray from strictly 

organizational matters to thematic development issues. 

o It is unclear whether such an arrangement would simply add another layer 

of bureaucracy for the Host Nation. 

 

Option C: A Council of past, current and future Host Nations that would work together to 

ensure continuity between Conferences. 

 Key questions to be resolved: What would the costs be to Member States?  Would 
personnel from past and future Host Nations be posted to the current Host Nation?  

Could such costs for smaller nations be addressed in another way?  Would the 

organizational similarity to the Conference of American Armies cause some 

Member States to be uncomfortable? 

 Advantages:  
o It would permit greater continuity, both administratively and thematically, 

between Conferences. 

o Such an option clearly builds upon existing CDMA regulations. 

o A precedent for such an arrangement exists with the Conference of 

American Armies; it’s organizational structure appears to work fairly well, 

albeit in a purely military context. 

 Disadvantages: 



o Such an option could add to the costs of organizing a Conference, 

particularly for smaller nations (e.g. the cost of posting personnel abroad). 

o The need for an archive function of some sort would remain unresolved. 

o Language issues might pose a problem for some countries, given the four 

languages spoken throughout the Hemisphere. 

 

Cyber Solutions 

 

Option A: A cyber-network ‘secretariat’ consisting of the past, current and future Host 

Nations that would serve several functions: act as an archive; serve as a receptacle for 

information and documents voluntarily posted my Member States on-line; create and then 

update ‘lessons learned’ from each Conference. 

 Key questions to be resolved: Who would provide funding (e.g. for the website 
and staff to maintain it)?  Would language be an issue?  Are Member States open 

to posting relevant documents and information to such a secretariat? 

 Advantages: 

o Such an arrangement would build upon existing CDMA regulations. 

o The possible costs to members of the cyber-network secretariat would be 

relatively low, e.g. there would be no need to post personnel abroad. 

o A CDMA archive would be created. 
o Information and document sharing (on a voluntary basis) would be easier 

as it would all be managed from one site. 

o Administrative and thematic continuity between Conferences may be 

made easier by the ‘lessons-learned’ capacity of the site. 

 Disadvantages: 

o A confirmed (and continued) source of funding would have to be 

identified or the cyber-secretariat could fail to work properly. 

o The administrative and financial burden upon the Host Nation would 

continue to be high. 

 

Option B: A permanent website for the CDMA that would provide an archive function 

and allow voluntary posting of information and documents (including lessons learned) by 

Member States. 

 Key questions to be resolved: How would site funding work?  Would the 
incoming Host Nation assume responsibility for the site from the outgoing Host 

Nation?  Would language on the site be an issue? 

 Advantages:  
o Such a website would build upon existing CDMA regulations. 

o It would be relatively low-cost, requiring funds only for the website and 

its maintenance, as well as translation. 

o The website could provide some administrative continuity between 

Conferences. 

 Disadvantages: 

o Such an approach would not reduce the administrative and financial 

burden upon the Host Nation. 

o Confirmed (and continued) funding would have to be identified. 



o A website is a partial solution – continuity between conferences would 

still be limited. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Whether the CDMA should have some sort of enhanced institutional capacity has been a 

matter of discussion almost since its inception.  This discussion paper sought to layout 

the background, challenges, key assumptions and questions, and possible options on the 

way ahead.  While it was not meant to be an exhaustive study, we hope that it prompts 

some creative thinking on the matter and further discussion of an important issue so that 

any ideas or possible way ahead can be addressed at the Conference in September. 


