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________

Action required: The meeting is invited to consider this document for inclusion in the final report on Question 15/2.

Abstract: The group dealing with Question 15/2 recommended that case studies be developed (at least five in different regions).

The overall objective of the case studies is to assist senior policy-makers, regulators and operators in meeting the challenges of sector reform and organizational transformation within the new telecommunication environment.

Following the approved Framework of Reference, the case study showing the actual situation of the sector reform in the Central American countries, and its impact on human resources, employment and gender considerations was prepared by BDT. It is the first of the case studies requested. For the rest of the case studies, a project document has been prepared and BDT is trying to find financing resources in order to recruit the experts required to do the work.

The case study includes: a) Map of the region, b) Regional panorama with data from Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama; c) Status of the regulatory bodies in Central America; d)  Situation of the telecommunication market in Central America; e) COMTELCA (regional telecom organization); f) Status of human resources in telecommunications in the subregion; and g) Vision of the future organization.
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The political, economic and educational landscape of Central America

b)
Regional landscape

Political landscape of Central America

For the first time in 30 years, the region has, on the whole, experienced a positive decade. In 1999, Central America finds itself in a far better political, economic and social situation than in 1990, thanks to the continuous efforts made by governments and communities to achieve political, social and economic stability and complete the transition to democracy. An end has been put to decades of authoritarianism and armed conflict and the path of democracy, the consolidation of human rights and economic growth has been resumed. Peace has returned to the region as a whole and military spending has decreased considerably, freeing resources for investment in essential areas such as health and education. Social inequality can no longer be justified in the name of political stability or national security. Countries are becoming fully aware of the need to free their peoples from the constraints that cause poverty and, little by little, the investment being put into solving the most acute social problems is increasing.

In recent years, Central America has been the only region in the world that has managed, through national and regional actions, and without the intervention of international political or military forces, to resolve protracted civil wars that had caused bloodshed, hatred and poverty. 

The Esquipulas II presidential summit, held in 1987, was Central America's first step along its new path. At the summit, a programme designed to bring peace and democracy to the region was adopted. This programme took ten years to complete, but served to demonstrate that in strategic matters the region is sound. Its vision of peace helped in the transition to democracy, armed conflicts were gradually and peacefully resolved, and through free elections democratic governments were formed in every country. Military rule gave way to civilian rule and the intervention of the military in the political and economic life of those countries that possessed an army has decreased considerably. Regional trade, all but strangled by wars, has resumed, characterized by fresh vigour and steady growth, and a new round of regional integration is now under way as a means of fostering sustainable human development, although there are still many hurdles to overcome to achieve results that give satisfaction all round. Central America presents a united front in the international forums and organizations, and is now seen in a completely different light by world opinion and international investors. 

However, although conditions are now more favourable, governments and societies still find themselves having to resolve acute social and political problems whose origins go back to the period of wars and dictatorships.

The new round of regional integration is proceeding at full steam, and is evidenced by a new strategy that includes new countries such as Belize and Panama, new social, environmental and political considerations, and new institutions. Nevertheless, the path ahead is long and difficult, as the integration process is faced with the challenges and marked by sizeable weaknesses, despite the greater level of participation by civil society. The process is under pressure to show tangible results and to remain a priority in the face of national challenges. Economic and political achievements are still fragile, and some countries have far greater problems than others in the areas of social equality, environmental sustainability, infrastructure and human development. In these areas there are still major disparities between different countries of the region - disparities that have been made only worse by the recent natural catastrophes, such as Hurricane Mitch in 1998, that have befallen precisely those countries with the greatest problems, namely Honduras and Nicaragua.

Such disparities are primarily to be seen in:

•
Substantial differences between countries of the region with regard to human development indicators (see tables of demographic indicators).

•
Substantial differences between the levels of internal development achieved in the various regions of each country. There are still extensive poor areas, mainly in rural and border regions, that are characterized by a low level of productivity and human development.

•
Numerous wide disparities between social groups: rich and poor, men and women, and non-indigenous, indigenous and Afro-Caribbean people. In several countries of the region there is widespread poverty, with majority populations lacking access to basic social services and the benefits of development, or living in areas devoid of the most basic infrastructure.

•
Differences between countries in terms of economic, political and legal competencies, all of which has a bearing on the business environment and the ability to attract investment.

•
Sizeable differences in human development and opportunities between people living on the Atlantic side of Central America, which has the greatest land area and richest biological reserves, and those living on the Pacific side, who account for the majority of the population.

•
Social and environmental precariousness and vulnerability of Central American societies. The main cities, as well as most of the physical and economic infrastructure, are located in high-risk areas.

•
Major differences in terms of the conservation of regional biodiversity.

The Central American Alliance for Sustainable Development (ALIDES) identified the main challenge to Central America as being its consolidation as a region of peace, freedom, democracy and development. This implies the need to work towards a pluralistic community characterized by individual safety, a sound education system, economic growth, social equality, environmental sustainability and strong links of cooperation and solidarity between the seven countries of this complex and diverse region, with its land mass of 533 000 km2 and population of 35 million inhabitants.

The First Report on Sustainable Human Development in Central America looks in more depth at the performance of the region in various strategic areas highlighted by ALIDES, identifying a number of basic obstacles that hinder progress in the region and constitute difficult, but not impossible, challenges that must be resolved without delay. Some of these challenges are:

The challenge of pluralism.

Dialogue and tolerance are necessary to resolve differences, put an end to bitterness and seek new forms of understanding.

The challenge of social participation and the creation of enhanced community facilities.

The challenge of water as the lifeblood of development.

The challenge of intelligent insertion into the world economy.

The challenge to reduce inequalities and disparities between countries.

The challenge to increase the quality of democracy.

The challenge to strengthen local (municipal) democratic governments.

The challenge of regional risk management.

The challenge of opportunities for children and adolescents.

Physical and mental health, rights, education, family, quality of life and employment.

The challenge of a regional institutional framework for development.

The challenge to strengthen the rights of individuals to choose their own destiny.

The challenge to reduce inequalities in the areas of income distribution, gender, origin and access to health and education services, housing and basic services, quality employment and productive resources.

Economic landscape of Central America

During the 1990s, the economic development strategy, together with a growing level of political stability, encouraged the area's opening up to the outside world and modernization of the manufacturing and financial sectors, including their legal, regulatory and institutional frameworks. In general, the countries have achieved a certain level of macroeconomic stability, improved the business environment and initiated economic reform processes based on agreements with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank and Inter-American Development Bank (IADB). Nevertheless, the results have varied from country to country, and there are still sizeable differences with regard to the business environment, the ability at the local level to attract foreign investment, taxes, and concessions and advantages accorded to investors and exporters, etc.

In general, the business community in Central America agrees on the need to achieve certain conditions so that an economy based free enterprise, stability, openness to the outside world and continuous growth can truly be established. Such conditions include: a clear political leadership with decision-making powers, a stable and predictable macroeconomic policy, large and expanding markets, full freedom of action within the market, a minimal amount of state regulation, property rights and the protection of property, the privatization and modernization of State enterprises, the opening up to competition of State monopolies, a reliable infrastructure (ports, airports, roads, transport, electricity, telecommunications, efficient and high-quality insurance and financial systems and competitive prices of an international standard), the contracting out of public works, the availability of high-quality production factors (in particular human resources), a strong local currency, an environment that is attractive to foreign investment (especially that which is targeted at manufacturing and tourism), the freedom to transfer earnings, dividends and interests, a transparent and favourable tax environment, the freedom to operate between national and international markets, a national environment based on social equality, a low level of corruption and an acceptable level of public safety. To a greater or lesser extent, and at varying speeds, the governments and parliaments of the countries of the region have worked during the 1990s to establish all of these conditions.

During this period, Central American countries have made efforts at both the national and regional levels to participate competitively in free trade areas. The extent to which the economies of the region are ready to benefit successfully and intelligently from such participation is one of the main factors that will determine the development of each individual country and of the isthmus as a whole. The countries have what it takes to create the essential capacities and skills, especially with regard to education, leadership and creativity, that are required in order to compete successfully in world markets and to attract high-quality foreign investment, measured in terms of its contribution to production factors and human development.

International insertion depends on the ability to take advantage of the opportunities offered, while facing up to the risks inherent in market globalization, and the new legal, economic and political framework laid down in the provisions that were adopted in the course of the Uruguay Round of trade negotiations, which gave rise to the World Trade Organization (WTO), the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI), the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP), and the likely trade integration of the continent through the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Central America has also signed, or is in the process of signing, Free Trade Agreements (FTA) at the national and regional levels with Mexico and Chile.

The challenge is that of an intelligent and successful insertion into the world economy, and this essentially depends on:

The possibilities and opportunities for products from each Central American country to access the various international markets.

Such access depends on the level of competitiveness achieved (quality, price, speed, service), the regional or national negotiating capacity and the economic, technological, social and financial conditions necessary to access the markets and exploit the opportunities.

The level of preparedness of Central American countries in the areas of education, economics, politics, technology, business, society, environment and institutions, in relation to those countries with which they will be competing.

Insertion into the world economy, in itself essential, must also generate economic growth, national added value in terms of exportable products or services, provided new and adequate sources of employment for men and women, adequate levels of pay for both male and female workers, and sufficient foreign currency to meet the import needs of the country.

It should be borne in mind that Central American countries are small and are less developed than their competitors. It is therefore essential to identify the key factors which could give them advantages over larger economies.

At all events, it can be said that the extent to which the region has institutions and mechanisms that characterize it as a relatively competent free trade area will determine its ability to penetrate and to accumulate experience in increasingly extensive trade areas.

At the national level, various indicators can be used to ascertain quite accurately the country's ability to perform successfully, provided those indicators are similar to the ones used in leading countries in the areas of trade and development. Much remains to be done in this regard, and there are, moreover, large disparities between the countries of the region. Finally, it is necessary to be aware of, and continuously improve, the ability of the companies in the region to compete and negotiate.

Educational landscape and human resources development in Central America

Currently, nearly one in three Central Americans above 15 years of age is illiterate. On a country by country basis, the situation is most serious in Guatemala and Nicaragua, where the illiteracy rate stands at 44.4% and 34.3%, respectively. El Salvador (28.5%), Honduras (27.3%) and Belize (24.9%) are affected at a lesser extent, although such levels of illiteracy are still significant. Only in Costa Rica (5.2%) and Panama (9.2%) are the levels somewhat more acceptable. The illiteracy rate is generally higher among women than among men; in the region as a whole it is 18.3% higher for women, with the greatest differences being observed in Guatemala and El Salvador. The only exception is Costa Rica, where 5.0% of women and 5.3% of men are illiterate. Levels of illiteracy are considerably higher in rural areas, within which the indigenous population is more affected than the non-indigenous population.

There are also marked differences in the school attendance ratio for each country, as can be seen below:

Net school attendance ratios for children aged between 7 and 12 years:

	Belize
	Unavailable

	Costa Rica
	101.7

	El Salvador
	91.4

	Guatemala
	69.3

	Honduras
	85.4

	Nicaragua
	73.5

	Panama
	95.2


Net school attendance ratios for children aged between 13 and 17 years:

	Belize
	Unavailable

	Costa Rica
	57.7

	El Salvador
	59.2

	Guatemala
	19.6

	Honduras
	26.3

	Nicaragua
	29.1

	Panama
	67.1


In the second set of figures, the school attendance ratios for Panama and El Salvador are noteworthy as they demonstrate a considerable effort to improve the level of education of the population. On the other hand, the drop that is observed in the case of Costa Rica could prove dangerous in the medium term if not swiftly corrected. The high levels of illiteracy in Guatemala and Nicaragua are linked to the low school attendance ratios in those countries.

Another very serious problem, that of failure and absenteeism in schools and colleges of the region, is far more prevalent among males than among females. This implies that, within a few years, women in Central America will have a much higher level of education than men, as this same phenomenon is observed among university students.

Let us look at a few figures in this regard:

Central America: failure rates in primary and secondary schools in 1997, by gender and by country

	
	Primary
	
	
	Secondary
	
	

	Country
	Total
	Males
	Females
	Total
	Males
	Females

	Total
	10.5
	11.3
	9.7
	20.4
	22.5
	18.4

	Belize
	Unavailable
	Unavailable
	Unavailable
	Unavailable
	Unavailable
	Unavailable

	Costa Rica
	11.6
	13.1
	10.0
	19.5
	21.5
	17.5

	El Salvador
	3.9
	4.4
	3.4
	17.3
	19.5
	15.4

	Guatemala
	18.1
	18.6
	17.5
	47.6
	50.3
	44.8

	Honduras
	12.4
	12.6
	12.2
	10.9
	10.3
	11.4


	Nicaragua
	3.8
	4.5
	3.2
	8.0
	9.2
	7.0

	Panama
	7.7
	9.0
	6.3
	8.0
	9.8
	6.3


Source: Report No. 1 in Sustainable Human Development, State of the Region, 1999

Education in Central America has followed a path of contrasts that are seen, on the one hand, in disturbing shortcomings and tangible limitations in the quality of the services provided, in the results achieved and in the high level of absenteeism, and, on the other hand, in an indefatigable ability to make far-reaching changes in the educational systems, accompanied by a high degree of pedagogic innovation, thanks to the initiative and creativity shown in each country of the region. Nevertheless, in some countries, and above all in poor and marginalized areas, it is worrying to observe that levels of illiteracy are continuing to grow, as are the failure and absenteeism rates.

There are various reasons for this. First, the lack of resources at the disposal of education systems in general. Second, the dual discrimination that is inherent in those systems in terms of the social origin or geographic location of the student, and of the low quality of the teaching staff and education service available to the poorest students and those who live furthest away from the major cities. Third, the unwillingness of certain sectors to help schools, given the limited relevance of the teaching they provide. Fourth, the level of poverty in many homes, which gives rise to absenteeism owing to the need to work to support the family. Fifth, the erosion of values and associated aggression and social problems. Sixth, the ignorance of parents and their failure to encourage their children to continue their studies.

If we analyse educational trends in the region, we can see that the concept of quantity is gradually giving way to that of quality. This is possible where educational opportunities are made widely available, where equity and the value of mainline studies are consolidated, and where the focus is on human development. It involves, moreover, creating the conditions whereby "Every person - child, youth, and adult - shall be able to benefit from educational opportunities designed to meet their basic learning needs" (World Declaration on Education for All, Article 1). The concept of quality is associated with, among other things, content, teachers, values, behaviour, teamwork, the development of thought, learning to learn, skills, educational materials, technological aids and infrastructure.

Education has tremendous potential for changing both the individual and society, and is thus seen as a primary and decisive strategic factor in the comprehensive development of the individual and the family, an indispensable means to meet all their most basic needs and an irreplaceable tool for promoting economic, social, scientific, technical, political and cultural progress in every country.

Governments and the key social, institutional and business players of the region are aware that productive, technological, political and cultural transformation, sustainable development and economic competitiveness - all legitimate aims of the countries of the isthmus - are only possible if, among other things, opportunities in education are increased and improved, social equity is fostered and there is a move towards raising the quality of learning.

To achieve this, the political will and determination are necessary, together with a large measure of dedication, technical ability, commitment and a leadership set on changing the situation. The mission, which involves and is incumbent upon all sectors of society, is of overriding importance. It is a task which lies not only within the remit of the various ministries of education, but is also a fundamental task for the State and for universities, educational research institutions and civil society as a whole. The development of knowledge and intellectual capital, together with the promotion of values in the areas of peace, responsibility, integrity, justice, tolerance, participation, cooperation and solidarity, is an essential prerequisite for meeting the challenges of the twenty-first century.

Central America generally has a positive attitude and a good track record in the search for original solutions within the context of the region. This has enabled it to gradually create educational opportunities through curriculum changes, participative planning procedures, quality teacher training, active participation in projects to improve education at the regional and continental levels, development of new learning strategies and making students active participants. All of this has led to the creation of new institutions and new forms of management within education, and in particular to new educational and high-level training alternatives in those technical and technological fields that civil society, institutions and the manufacturing and service sectors need in order to ensure the progress of the region.

Marked progress has been seen in the development of professional technical training in secondary education. Several institutions have been established to train specialized technicians in most of the subjects that are required by industry, agriculture and tourism. The number of establishments providing training in information technology is growing rapidly, and there are universities, both 

public and private, that are firmly committed to the provision of courses related to technology and business management, although it has to be said that in most of the countries there is no clear link between the universities and the manufacturing sector. It is also clear in this regard that there are major disparities between those countries that have larger economies and more developed manufacturing and service sectors, such as Guatemala, Costa Rica and El Salvador, and the others. In Honduras, Nicaragua and Belize, the human resources training capacity, especially in technical areas, is still very basic.

Despite this, regional efforts to expand the research and development capacity are still very inadequate, while the response in terms of the training that is needed by companies to improve their basic competencies and decision-making capacity, particularly in certain areas, including telecommunications, is very limited. Educational systems are also failing to instil values, and to develop the ability to learn how to learn, work in a team, think methodically, acquire self-control and manage change and different ways of thinking. The conditions that are needed in order to obtain high levels of motivation, participation, cooperation and creativity that can then be transferred to the workplace are not being created in educational establishments.

With its proximity to the North American market, the political and economic stability it has achieved, the economic conditions in the majority of its countries, the cost and quality of its labour, its participation in the Caribbean Basin Initiative and its FTA with Mexico, Central America has many export options for its agricultural and non-traditional agro-industrial goods, as well as opportunities to attract foreign investment in the textile, electronic and high technology industries and develop, among other things, large-scale service centres, tourism, private hospitals and universities, not to mention large customs-free areas for industry and services. Costa Rica is the country that has taken the fullest advantage of these opportunities, followed by El Salvador, Guatemala and Panama. In the San Pedro de Sula area of Honduras, large industrial complexes, operating under a customs-free regime, are devoted to the manufacture of textiles.

To take advantage of these opportunities the following conditions are required:

•
Political and economic stability.

•
A high level of quality in the education system.

•
A sufficient number of people with the abilities and skills required.

•
An adequate legal and regulatory framework.

•
Strategically managed human resources.

•
High-quality health services.

•
Fiscal and tax incentives.

•
Efficient financial and insurance systems.

•
Competitive costs.

•
A modern, high-quality telecommunication network.

•
Good working conditions.

•
The necessary infrastructure (installations, basic services, roads, airports, ports, communication and transport facilities and logistical support).

•
Proximity to large markets.

The strategic management of human resources currently implies their preparation for the conditions that are demanded by the globalization of knowledge, information and markets. To this end it is necessary to develop global skills, including the mastery of foreign languages, global thinking, 

global knowledge and technology, information and ideas at a global level, a global business perspective, and the ability to work with different forms of institutional and business culture, thought, action and behaviour and with a global business, political and economic strategy.

In the development of human resources, it is essential to educate in order to instil a deep commitment to the natural and unchangeable values of society. This means anchoring one's thought, personal behaviour and everyday activities, at all times and under all circumstances, in values such as honesty, justice, respect, integrity, humility, cooperation, solidarity, kindness and service to others, while always setting an example by practising what one preaches. It is necessary to communicate and explain fully to the population as a whole what it means to act in accordance with these values. Political, community, business and education leaders must recognize that the most important capital is human capital (intellectual and emotional), and that no effort must be spared in its development.

Political structure of the countries of Central America

Belize

Constitution: 21 September 1981

Executive branch:

British Monarch

Constitutional Head of State, represented by the Governor-General, who must be a national of Belize.

Prime Minister
Leader of the majority party, appointed by the Governor-General.

Cabinet
Ministers of State

Advisory Council
Advisor to the Governor-General.

Legislative branch:

House of Representatives
29 members elected for a five-year term.

Senate
Sixteen members: eight appointed by the Governor-General, five on the advice of the Prime Minister, two on the advice of the Leader of the Opposition and one on the advice of the Advisory Council.

Judicial branch:

Supreme Court

Court of Appeal

District courts (criminal and civil)

Regime: democracy

Independence: 21 September 1981

Member of United Nations, Commonwealth, CARICOM and OAS

Costa Rica

Constitution: 7 November 1949

Executive branch:

President and two Vice-Presidents

Elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for a four-year non‑renewable term.

Cabinet
Ministers of State appointed by the President of the Republic.

Legislative branch:

Legislative Assembly

57 deputies elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for a four-year non‑renewable term.

Judicial branch:

Supreme Court of Justice

22 justices elected by the Legislative Assembly for an eight-year term, automatically renewable unless the Legislative Assembly decides otherwise.

Constitutional Chamber

Seven justices chose by the Supreme Court of Justice from among its members.

Appeals Chambers

Three Appeals Chambers each comprising five justices chosen by the Supreme Court of Justice from among its members.

Criminal and Civil Courts, Labour Tribunals and Court for Contentious Administrative Proceedings
Electoral system:

Supreme Electoral Court

Three justices elected by the Legislative Assembly for eight-year renewable terms.

Municipal system:

Municipal councils (elected by direct suffrage, one for each of the 81 cantons).

Regime: republican democracy
Independence: 15 September 1821

Member of United Nations, OAS, CACM, LAIA (observer).

El Salvador

Constitution: 20 December 1983

Executive branch:

President
Elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for a five-year non-renewable term.

Vice-President and Council of Ministers

Appointed by the President of the Republic.

Legislative branch:

National Assembly

84 members elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for three‑year renewable terms.

Judicial branch:

Supreme Court

14 justices elected by the National Assembly.

Court of Audit

Electoral Council

Courts of Law

Administrative divisions

One Governor per departamento, chosen by the President of the Republic.

Municipalities - direct suffrage.

Regime: republican democracy
Independence: 15 September 1821

Member of United Nations, OAS, CACM and LAES

Seat of the Central American Integration System (SICA).

Guatemala

Constitution: 31 January 1985

Executive branch:

President and Vice‑President
Elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for non-renewable four-year terms.

Council of Ministers

Ministers of State appointed by the President of the Republic.

Legislative branch:

Congress of the Republic

80 deputies elected by direct adult universal suffrage, 64 from departmental lists and 16 from the national list, for four-year terms.

Judicial branch:

Supreme Court of Justice

Seven justices elected by Congress for four-year terms.

Constitutional Court

Lower Courts

Electoral system:

Supreme Electoral Court

Appointed by Congress.

Administrative divisions:

A Governor for each of the 22 departamentos, appointed by the President of the Republic.

Municipalities - direct suffrage.

Suffrage:
Compulsory for adults, optional for illiterate people.

Regime: republican democracy

Independence: 15 September 1821

Member of United Nations, OAS and CACM.

Honduras

Constitution: November 1982

Executive branch:

President
Elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage and by simple majority for a non-renewable four-year term.

Since 1985, under electoral law the candidate whose party obtains the most votes wins.

Cabinet

Ministers of State appointed by the President of the Republic.

Legislative branch:

National Congress

128 deputies elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for four-year terms.

Judicial branch:

Supreme Court of Justice

Nine justices elected by the National Congress for four-year terms.

Court of Appeal (5)

Lower Courts (Juzgados de Letras y Paz)

Administrative divisions:

One Governor for each departamento, elected by popular vote.

282 autonomous municipalities - direct suffrage.

Regime: republican democracy

Independence: 15 September 1821

Member of United Nations, OAS and CACM.

Nicaragua

Constitution: 9 January 1987

Executive branch:

President
Elected by direct universal (over 16 years of age) suffrage for a six-year term.

Vice-President and Cabinet of Ministers

Appointed by the President of the Republic.

Legislative branch:

National Assembly

92 representatives elected by direct universal (over 16 years of age) suffrage for six-year terms.

Judicial branch:

Supreme Court

Seven justices elected by the National Assembly. 

Courts of Appeal

Supreme Electoral Council

Courts of Law

Administrative divisions:

Six regions and three special areas, subdivided into 16 departments.

134 municipalities - direct suffrage.

Regime: republican democracy

Independence: 15 September 1821

Member of United Nations, OAS, CACM and LAIA (observer).

Panama
Constitution: 11 October 1972, amended 24 April 1983.

Executive branch:

President and two Vice-Presidents
Elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for non-renewable five-year terms.

Cabinet

12 Ministers appointed by the President of the Republic.

Legislative branch:

Legislative Assembly

72 members elected by direct adult (over 18 years of age) universal suffrage for five-year terms.

Judicial branch:

Supreme Court of Justice

Nine justices elected by the Cabinet and approved by the Legislative Assembly for ten-year terms. 

Higher District Courts (5)

19 justices each.

Circuit and Municipal Courts

Administrative divisions:

One Governor per province, appointed by the President of the Republic.

The provinces are subdivided into 67 districts and 510 corregimientos.
One municipal council per district, composed of representatives from the corregimientos.
Regime: republican democracy

Independence: 3 November 1903

Member of United Nations and OAS.

Economies of the countries of Central America

Belize

Little information is available on the economy of Belize.

Although the smallest of the Central American economies, with an estimated GDP of 
USD 605 000 000.00, it is relatively stable and is based mainly on agriculture and, to a much lesser extent, export processing (garments) and tourism.

Below are some basic data:

	Per capita income:
	USD 2 600.00 (1996)

	Average GDP growth rate:
	3.0%

	Exchange rate:
	2.00 Belizian dollars = USD 1.00

	Inflation rate:
	3.5% (1982-1997)

	Exports:
	USD 21 000 000 (1996)

	Imports:
	USD 20 000 000 (1996)

	Trade balance:
	- USD 1 000 000 (1996)

	International reserves:
	USD 58 000 000 (1996)

	External debt:
	USD 159 600 000 (1996)

	External debt/GDP (%):
	26.5%

	Tourism:
	250 000 visitors


	Main exports:
	Sugar (28.5%)


	
	Garments (12.8%)

	
	Citrus concentrates (11.7%)

	
	Bananas (10.4%)

	
	Sea products (9.2%)

	
	Re-exports (export processing zones) (16.5%)

	Total poverty:
	33.0 (1996)

	Total indigence:
	13.0 (1996)


Costa Rica

In macroeconomic terms, Costa Rica's economy is showing positive signs. Production grew by 6.2% in 1998 and is forecast to reach 7% in 1999. Inflation stood at 12.4% in 1998 and is expected to drop to around 10% in 1999. The fiscal deficit will remain below 3.3% of GDP, and export earnings and tourism continue to grow. For the first time in its recent history, in 1999 Costa Rica 

will have a favourable trade balance. Overall, the positive evolution of GDP reflects significant improvements in terms of human development and indicates that the economy is generating more economic and social opportunities for economic operators.

The Costa Rican economy is the second largest in Central America, barely 5% smaller than that of Guatemala. It ranks second in Latin America in terms of GDP growth and is second to Trinidad and Tobago in per capita exports. In 1998, total export growth was 27.5%, amounting to USD 5 546.8 million; 72 672 jobs were created, accounting for 5.3% of the total workforce, and registered unemployment stood at 5.6% (men 4.4% and women 8%). Exports for 1999 are estimated at USD 6.7 billion.

In the last few years there has been strong growth in the industrial sector, particularly in high-technology industries. The sector currently accounts for 35% of national exports and more than 25% of GDP. There has also been considerable growth in the tourism sector, which brought in USD 829 million in 1998, the projected figure for 1999 being over USD 1 billion. 

In general, the Costa Rican economy has significantly reduced its dependence on so-called traditional products: bananas, coffee, sugar and meat. In 1990, these products accounted for 38% of total exports, in 1998 they dropped to 24% and in 1999 will amount to only 18%. In this respect, the Costa Rican economy differs considerably from the others in the region, which, except for that of Panama, continue to depend heavily on traditional products.

Despite these positive trends, Costa Rica's economy faces a number of problems which call for comment.

First, the national debt stands at more than 30% of GDP. Debt servicing is a very heavy burden on the Treasury: its immediate consequences have been a substantial decline in public investment in infrastructure, which has deteriorated as a result of strong pressure on interest rates, a deterioration in basic services such as education and health and a reduction in social investment. Nonetheless, in 1998 the total poverty index continued to decline, falling to 19.7%, and total indigence stood at 5.3% - in both cases the lowest figures in the region.

Second, there is a delay in the enactment of laws for the opening-up and modernization of services essential to the development of production, such as electricity, telecommunications and insurance. Draft legislation is being negotiated and, it is to be hoped, will obtain the approval of the Legislative Assembly in early 2000 at the latest. It should be noted in this context that Costa Rica had the best coverage in the region in terms of electricity (93.2% of the population) and telecommunications (20.8 main telephone lines per 100 inhabitants) in 1998. Efforts are nonetheless being made to ensure that, with the opening-up of the market and the modernization of State companies, services become more efficient, cheaper and better adapted to the needs of production.

Third, tourism as well as production is suffering from the fact that basic infrastructure such as roads, ports, airports, water supply, etc. is in need of modernization, extension and maintenance. A start has been made to solving this problem with the enactment of the "Public Works Concession Act", and significant progress is expected as from next year.

Fourth, the level of national savings (22.4% of GDP) is still considered to be low, and incentives are needed to bring it above 25%. The 19.2% increase in 1998 is nonetheless encouraging.

Fifth, it is not clear whether the healthy state of the economy is largely a temporary effect of heavy foreign investment, particularly in large high-technology factories such as those of INTEL, or whether it is sustainable and able actually to improve future opportunities, particularly for home-owned small and medium-sized enterprises. INTEL's investment in Costa Rica has reached USD 350 million; its exports for 1999 amount to USD 1.8 billion and are expected to reach USD 2.5 billion in 2000.

The country now faces the challenge of devising a national strategy for increasing the number of exporting firms and the added value of exports, maintaining the flow of foreign investment and promoting national investment in foreign trade and tourism. Furthermore, links need to be created between local suppliers and companies in export processing zones, for the benefit of both; the latter constitute the market niche offering the best opportunities for subcontracting thus far identified in the country.

Costa Rica's international integration rate is considered to be satisfactory.

The country's economic indicators are shown in the table "Economic Indicators for Central America".

El Salvador

The political stability enjoyed by El Salvador since the end of the civil war, together with uninterrupted government by the ARENA party (now in its third term), which is right of centre and very business-oriented, has enabled it to consolidate its macroeconomic stability and intensify the economic liberalization and modernization process which began a few years ago and is now well advanced, particularly in areas crucial to development such as electricity, telecommunications and basic infrastructure (ports, airports and roads). In 1997 the IDB already described El Salvador as one of the five "intense reformers" of Latin America.

The opening-up and privatization of telecommunications was consolidated with the sale of part of the State fixed-telephony company (ANTEL) and the cellular telephony company, which generated USD 250 million for the State. ANTEL was taken over by a consortium headed by France Telecom. Investment in the sector is expected to reach USD 400 million in the next five years. 

The reform of the electricity sector has likewise continued, with the creation of a wholesale energy market, the segmentation of the public electricity company and the privatization of distribution. This process has generated USD 586 million for the Salvadorean Government.

In April 1998, implementation began of a new pensions system similar to that of Chile, with the arrival on the market of several private pension operators which made an initial investment of USD 7 million. The system is expected to generate long-term savings which will deepen financial markets and lead to a major increase in investment.

Despite all these positive developments, average GDP growth remained at 3.5% in 1998 and 1999. This is due to the economy's continuing heavy dependence on traditional exports (coffee and sugar, whose prices fell substantially in 1998 and 1999), the effects of El Niño, La Niña and Hurricane Mitch on agricultural activity, the appreciation of the currency in real terms and several other factors which have dampened the dynamism of exports and investment.

Perception of El Salvador as an investment destination has improved (Moody's Investor Service has given it a "Baa3" sovereign risk rating), as has its position in annual economic freedom ratings, where it is now second only to Chile in Latin America. However, in the competitiveness index it ranks considerably lower than Costa Rica and even Guatemala, which indicated that the economy remains very underdeveloped.

El Salvador achieved the fairly low inflation rate of 4.2% in 1998, and its fiscal deficit has dropped to 2.6% of GDP. 

In terms of external balance, the Salvadorean economy has benefited greatly from the remittances of Salvadorians living in the United States, which now exceed USD 1.1 billion. As a result, the current deficit is barely 0.7% of GDP, while the trade balance deficit is 12.7% of GDP. International currency reserves cover nearly seven months of exports and are thus deemed to be sufficient.

The internal debt stands at 11.0% of GDP and the external debt at 22% of GDP, which are considered to be perfectly manageable levels in the economy as it now is. 

The registered unemployment rate is 5.8% and has shown a downward trend in the last few years. 

Despite the generally favourable state of the economy, El Salvador faces an enormous task in terms of social and educational development, bearing in mind that it ranks 112th in UNDP 1998 Human Development Index (HDI).

El Salvador's economic indicators are shown in the table "Economic Indicators for Central America".

Guatemala

The signing of the peace agreement which ended the civil war greatly benefited the development of Guatemala's economy in 1998 and will continue to do so in 1999, thanks to donations granted by friendly countries to improve social and economic conditions and consolidate peace, and to the commitments obtained by the Guatemalan Government for counterpart aid.

In 1998 GDP grew by 4.9%, despite the devastation caused by Hurricane Mitch to agriculture and infrastructure and the drop in the prices of Guatemala's traditional exports on international markets. As the effect of these factors will be slightly more severe in 1999, GDP growth is not expected to be more than 3.5%. Furthermore, the Bank of Guatemala is applying a restrictive monetary policy to correct excess liquidity in order to keep inflation down.

However, the growing number of government public works concessions and the opening-up and privatization of broad sectors of the economy formerly in State hands are creating a good climate for investment and injecting new life into the economy.

In 1998, the telecommunication company TELGUA was privatized and licences were awarded to fourteen private telecommunication operators, which will interconnect with TELGUA. At the same time, two mobile cellular telephony frequencies were auctioned for a total of USD 44 million, consolidating the position of TELGUA, COMCEL and TELEFÓNICA as operators of this type of service. TELMEX (Mexico) has a majority stake in TELGUA.

Other privatizations include the electricity production company EEGSA and the electricity distribution company INDE. Unión Fenosa (Spain) acquired 80% of INDE's stock for USD 101 million and a commitment to making a major investment (USD 330 million) for the extension of the electricity service to rural areas. The privatization of telecommunications and electricity has brought in more than USD 1.2 billion for the Guatemalan Government.

Under the Government public works concession scheme, the La Aurora and Santa Elena Airports will be modernized and extended (for an investment of USD 150 million), a 25-year concession is to be granted for the national ports, and the national railway system is being reactivated (concession contract with Railroad Development Corporation). An agreement has also been signed with PEMEX (Mexico) for the installation of service stations and the construction of a Mexico-Guatemala oil pipeline.

In 1998, the central government deficit stood at 2.1% of GDP, due largely to the pledges obtained by the Government upon signature of the peace accords for the purpose of substantially increasing social expenditure on housing, education, health and infrastructure. Such expenditure will increase further in 1999, and will undoubtedly compel the new Government taking over in January 2000 to undertake major tax reforms to boost fiscal revenue.

The 1998 inflation rate was 7.5%, and the Central Bank of Guatemala has made a major effort to control private loans, high interest rates and excess liquidity in order to check inflation and the devaluation of the national currency, the quetzal.

In the external sector, both exports and imports have lost momentum. This is due to the fact that Guatemala's economy is still heavily dependent on traditional exports - mainly coffee, bananas and sugar - which suffered the devastating effects of Hurricane Mitch, compounded by a fall in their prices on international markets. However, this was partly offset by an increase in hard currency income from tourism, where there is a marked upward trend.

Guatemala's economic indicators are shown in the table "Economic Indicators for Central America".

Honduras
Hurricane Mitch caused severe damage in Honduras and affected what promised to be a good economic performance for 1998. Honduras, with its already favourable demographic and economic indices, sustained 70% of the loss of life and damage caused by the hurricane. Nearly 13 000 people perished and more than 600 000 were left homeless. The material losses, particularly houses, bridges, roads and public service infrastructure, amounted to some USD 3.5 billion. Some of the areas most affected have suffered further flooding in 1999, making the situation worse.

Agricultural production has sustained considerable losses, and recovery will take several years. Approximately 40 000 hectares of crop and pasture lands were totally devastated. The manufacturing sector was affected to a much lesser extent.

For the most part, pledges of international aid in cash or in kind for the countries of the region, and particularly Honduras, have not yet materialized, and discussions are still under way as to the amounts to be allocated to each country and, above all, the mechanisms for disbursement.

In 1999, Honduras hopes to receive some USD 200 million to assist with its balance of payments, as the hurricane destroyed a substantial part of traditional crop production and severely affected the country's export capacity. It also hopes to receive USD 425 million for reconstruction. Moreover, several countries have proposed cancelling a number of multilateral debts. So far, the proposals from the Paris Club (USD 327 million) and the United States (USD 97 million) have been implemented.

In 1998, the central government deficit, originally estimated at 2%, reached 4%, and is expected to rise to 8% in 1999 as a result of soaring expenditure on resolving some of the most acute problems caused by the hurricane and this year's floods.

However, because the Central Bank has been able to control the monetary variables, the economy is showing stability in terms of inflation and devaluation, which stood at 15.6% and 5.5% respectively in 1998, and are expected to drop to 14% and 5% in 1999.

In 1998, real GDP registered growth of 3%, much less than was anticipated before the hurricane. At 2.5% the prognosis for 1999 is fairly pessimistic, which indicates that recovery will be impossible in the case of products such as bananas, plantains, tobacco, African palm and melons. In addition, damage to the road system will prevent the shipment of many exports. As a result of these factors, 1999 will see a drastic reduction in exports, estimated at 22% and a drop in imports estimated at 17%.

In March 1999, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) approved a three-year aid programme for Honduras in the amount of USD 215 million, under the Enhanced Structural Adjustment Facility, which suggests that, in addition to economic stabilization, the programme's objectives are structural adjustment targeting two main areas: privatization and financial reform. Privatization is focused on the sale of the State electricity and telephone companies and implementation of a law granting concessions for public works. But for 1999, the programme's main target is financial reform, with particular emphasis on strengthening supervision of the system. Honduras plans to adopt legislation on pension fund administration and insurance and stock market management.

Despite the devastation caused by Hurricane Mitch, there are signs that Honduras will be able to maintain its economic stability, though because of the deterioration in public finances, the weight of adjustment has been borne by the Central Bank, with international assistance (mainly debt relief and soft loans).

The main challenge facing Honduras is to reactivate production, particularly in agriculture, and to solve its serious social problems, which were made considerably worse by the effects of the hurricane.

The economic indicators of Honduras are shown in the table "Economic Indicators for Central America".

Nicaragua

In 1998, real GDP grew by 4%, falling short of expectations. Although the Nicaraguan economy also suffered from the damage caused to agricultural production and infrastructure by Hurricane Mitch, the effects of which continued into 1999, its main problems were political in origin. For example, it was totally paralysed for more than a week by a transport strike which resulted in losses of more than USD 40 million, with serious repercussions for so small an economy. More strikes followed, causing serious disruption and creating a climate of uncertainty for foreign investment and tourism.

In recent months, the political climate has suffered from a number of scandals which are seriously affecting the credibility of the Government and the country's main political institutions, to the point where international aid has been virtually suspended and Nicaragua's possibilities of obtaining relief for its foreign debt (the highest in Central America), for which it qualifies as one of the world's most heavily indebted poor countries (HIPC), have suffered a serious reversal. A total of 83% of Nicaraguans blame the Government for poverty, and a similar percentage has no faith whatsoever in the current political system, in which corruption is rife, according to national and international political analysts. More than 50% of the population considers the Government to be dishonest.

At the end of 1998, inflation stood at 18.5% and devaluation at 12%. This year, the fiscal deficit has dropped to 4.5% of GDP thanks to a 27% increase in revenue resulting from considerable improvements in the tax collection system. It was hoped that donations would increase the international currency reserves in 1999 and that the fiscal deficit would be drastically reduced. However, the recent suspension of external aid has compromised the attainment of these goals.

Public finances and the trade deficit are being adjusted to IMF and World Bank requirements, since Nicaragua recently signed an agreement under the Enhanced Structural Adjustment Facility as a prerequisite for recognition as an HIPC. Exports dropped by 17% in 1998 and the trade deficit reached USD 846.8 million (7.8% of GDP) as against total exports of USD 584.9 million. This critical situation is partly offset by remittances from Nicaraguans living abroad (mainly Costa Rica), at an estimated USD 200 million a year.

Nicaragua's most serious problems are social. Every year, the country loses 62 000 jobs and registered and hidden unemployment is currently running at 54.4%, despite the fact that more than 500 000 Nicaraguans (more than 10% of the population) have emigrated in the last few years (mostly to Costa Rica). Only 34% of the total population (4.7 million) are classified as belonging to the economically active population (EAP), but their chances of finding new jobs are zero. Poverty touches 89% of the Nicaraguan population - an increase of 20 percentage points over 1990 - while 64% lives in extreme poverty and 33% in total indigence. The illiteracy rate is approximately 35% and infant mortality rate, 43.4.

In the course of the privatization process, the Banco Nicaragüense de Industria y Comercio (BANIC) has been privatized, and the Banco Popular is to be privatized. This means that, with the dissolution of the Banco Nacional de Desarrollo (BANADES), there will no longer be any State banks in the country. Privatization has been accompanied by a reinforcement of bank supervision and regulation, in order to make private banks more solvent and boost public confidence.

Attempts at privatization of the telecommunication company ENITEL, although it has already been approved by law, have failed dismally owing to serious irregularities in the tendering process, in which the only bidder was TELMEX. By order of President Alemán, a new process will probably take place in 2000, with totally different ground rules. Efforts to extend the telephone network using the government concession mechanism have also had to be abandoned because of dubious practices which have created a situation that is proving very costly to the country.

Panama

In 1998, GDP growth in Panama was 3.9%, and it is expected to reach 4% in 1999. The Panamanian economy is based essentially on the provision of services such as the Panama Canal, the ownership and administration of which will revert entirely to the country on 31 December 1999; on the Colón Free Zone; on the services of more than 100 international banks established in Panama; and on the construction sector, which has registered a growth rate that is unprecedented in the region. The economy depends relatively little on agriculture and industry.

It is important to note that Panama is the only country in Latin America without its own currency, the currency in circulation being the United States dollar (USD). This is an important stabilizing factor in the national economy, which is protected from the ups and downs of devaluation, and has inflation and interest rates that are pegged to those of the United States.

The return of all the Canal Zone installations by the United States holds unprecedented potential for development in a number of areas if the Panamanian Government takes advantage of the many opportunities that might arise, and makes the best possible use of the infrastructure that it will be inheriting at no cost whatsoever. Industrial parks, tourism, high-category housing estates, recreation centres, development and sustainable use of the existing biodiversity - these are just some of the ideas that have been mooted and need to be given shape in projects able substantially to improve the future of Panamanians and resolve problems that have become endemic, such as unemployment, currently running at approximately 13%, despite the 45 000 new jobs created in 1998.

The pressure of the commitments obtained under the Enhanced Structural Adjustment Facility has forced the Panamanian Government to set itself stringent fiscal goals that have spurred rationalization of public spending and the modernization and diversification of services associated with the international economy, which will be the basis of Panama's future, bearing in mind that it is an eminently service-orientated society.

The financial sector has been the target of a major effort to modernize laws and institutions, with a strong emphasis on greater competitiveness, particularly in sensitive areas such as banking, insurance, securities and pension funds.

It should be noted that the previous Government maintained a firm stance on privatization in 1998. In the electricity sector, the State generating (hydroelectric and thermoelectric) and distribution companies were privatized, 51% of the shares having been sold for a total of USD 603 million.

In December, the Victoria plantation was totally privatized, 90% of the shares going to the purchaser and 10% to the workers. In February 1999, a concession was awarded for the operation of the trans-isthmus railway, which runs parallel to the Panama Canal. Earlier, in May 1997, the telecommunication company INTEL was partly privatized through the sale of 49% of its share capital to Cable & Wireless (United Kingdom) and 2% to INTEL employees, bringing in more than 

USD 600 million to the Government. Previously, one of the digital cellular telephony bands had been put up for tender; Bell South de Panamá S.A. was awarded the concession, for which it paid USD 72 million. The proceeds from privatizations have been used to create the Fiduciary Fund for Development (FIDES), the assets of which amount to USD 1.25 billion.

The non-financial public sector deficit stood at 0.7% in 1998 and will be approximately 1% in 1999. The inflation rate was 0.6% in 1998, and could rise to 1.5% in 1999 due to sustained increases in the price of petroleum.

Panama's exports of goods are low given the size of the economy. Their very moderate growth is due essentially to the drop in international prices for bananas and a 57‑day strike which seriously affected production. The effects of the problems in the area of banana production were partly offset by an increase of more than 42% in exports of fresh prawns.

Panama's trade balance has been affected by a loss of commercial momentum in the Colón Free Zone, due mainly to the effects of the Asian crisis and severe contraction of the economies of its main trading partners in South America, such as Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador. This alarming downward trend has persisted in 1999.

The Panamanian economy too is experiencing severe contraction owing to the disappearance of the American bases, whose contribution in the form of consumption of local goods and the payment of salaries to Panamanian citizens exceeded USD 350 million. In the immediate future this will exacerbate unemployment and poverty, currently standing at 27%. The Government of President Mireya Moscoso, which came to power in September 1999, has emphasized its intention of improving the country's social conditions, particularly for the poorest and more marginal sectors of society, by joining forces with community organizations, local government and civil society. Panama's future undoubtedly lies in the projects already being developed in the Canal areas and bases which have reverted to the country, in which USD 1.25 billion have been invested and which, if soundly administered, cannot fail to be a source of wealth and employment for all Panamanians and make Panama the "Commercial Centre of the Americas".

Telecommunication regulatory bodies in Central America

Regulatory bodies

It is only recently that telecommunication regulatory bodies have come into existence in Central America, most of them as a result of new legislation which has completely transformed the telecommunication sector environment and which provides for, inter alia, liberalization of the market, privatization and/or modernization of the main operators, a new approach to the licensing and monitoring of the radio spectrum, the establishment of tougher and more specific regulations covering aspects as wide-ranging as tariffs and prices, quality of service, technical standards, type approval, services and technical and quality specifications, ensuring fair and equitable competitive opportunities for all operators, the obligation to interconnect networks under equitable technological and economic conditions, and transparency and equality of treatment for operators and in relations between them.

Certain conditions are shared by all of the bodies in question; for instance, autonomy and transparency in their management, efforts to recruit highly competent staff (at both the managerial and professional levels), the creation of a good working environment, the backing of specific and sound legislation, and independent sources of financing (in almost all cases).

All the countries of Central America, with the exception of Costa Rica, have in the last four years passed general telecommunication acts which provide for privatization of the main operator (which in all cases was State‑run and had a virtual monopoly) and market liberalization - in some cases through a phase-in process, in others totally and with immediate effect (for example, Guatemala and El Salvador).

In Costa Rica, two bills aimed at transforming the State monopoly model and permitting gradual liberalization of the market are currently under consideration. The first of these, the draft General Telecommunications Act, sets out a modern legal framework for the development of telecommunication activities and the telecommunication market, with gradual liberalization of the latter over five years, but without privatization of the main operator. It covers the management and monitoring of the radio spectrum, all telecommunication service provision and the establishment of a new regulatory body, the Regulatory Institute of Telecommunications (IRETEL), which would take over responsibility for telecommunication matters from the current regulator, ARESEP. ARESEP currently regulates all public services including water, electricity, public transport, telecommunications and fuels.

The second bill under consideration is the Act on Modernization of the Costa Rica Electricity Institute (Ley de Modernización del Instituto Costarricense de Electricidad (ICE)), the State‑run electricity and telecommunication operator with a virtual public monopoly. The bill provides for the splitting of ICE into two public companies: ICELEC and ICETEL, responsible for electricity and telecommunications, respectively. These two companies, together with Radiográfica Costarricense S.A. and the Compañía Nacional de Fuerza y Luz S.A., would form the ICE group.

Political negotiations on the passing of both these Acts have been highly complex and problematical, in spite of which there is every indication that the political parties with majority power, the PUSC and the PLN, will soon reach a consensus and that these bills could become law during the early part of 2000.

Functions and powers

The work of the telecommunication regulatory bodies, which plays a key role in the development of the sector, essentially entails the following:

•
Supporting and promoting the effective development of telecommunications so as to make them a real driving force for the national economy.

•
Ensuring that the relevant legislation and regulations are approved, and fostering the necessary reforms.

•
Encouraging investment in the sector.

•
Granting operating licences (where required by law) and administering the register of telecommunication operators.

•
Fostering fair competition between the different service providers and protecting the rights of all operators.

•
Protecting consumers' rights by ensuring the quality and appropriateness of the services provided by the different operators.

•
Ensuring interconnection on an equitable basis between the different networks and different operators.

•
Ensuring rational and efficient use of the radio spectrum, in accordance with the legislation and international standards in force.

•
Giving impetus to, and strengthening, the development of a universal telecommunication service.

•
Approaching the regulation and standards-based administration of the sector from a global perspective.

•
Approving fair and competitive service prices and tariffs that reflect customers' interests and are not conducive to "dumping" practices.

•
Promoting human resources training to meet the requirements of the sector.

•
Advising and guiding the government on telecommunication policy.

•
Promoting the development and implementation of new telecommunication products and services.

•
Participating in and encouraging the formation of strategic alliances among regulatory bodies and with specialized agencies and training institutions.

Some of the region's regulatory bodies lack the necessary legal framework to carry out all of these essential functions. This has already led to some problems, such as the price war in the international long‑distance service in Guatemala that was mentioned earlier. It is for this reason that appropriate changes need to be made to the corresponding legislation in each country concerned.

If the regulatory bodies are to fulfil these essential functions they need to have strategically-managed human resources with duly‑recognized leadership qualities, capacities and skills in a range of professional and technological fields. Their expertise should encompass negotiation, teamwork, motivation and innovation, and their leadership and prestige in the eyes of the staff of the operating companies should be naturally acquired and fully recognized.

The regulatory bodies should be organized so that they are geared to ongoing and goal‑orientated learning; they should be dynamic and flexible, fully in touch with the needs and expectations of telecommunication service customers, aware of their responsibility for providing management support to operators, and knowledgeable about the marketplace and the quality, technology and service extension requirements of the country's different economic, corporate, social and institutional sectors. 

Their objectives should be far‑reaching, ambitious and innovative, and should extend beyond the mere functions of regulation and standardization. Their activities and decisions should be founded on a clear strategy of acquiring the necessary competencies (capacities, skills, leadership and working processes and tools) to competently and confidently face the challenges which are inherent to its guiding role in telecommunication development.

One fundamental requirement will be a fully up‑to‑date database containing adequate and accurate information on the performance of the national telecommunication market, including supply and demand data for all services, the services offered by each operator and the number of customers using each service, prices and tariffs charged, regulations, technical and quality standards in force, quality of service indicators and results, the findings of customer surveys by each operator, as well as any other information which may be considered appropriate.

ITU has a key role to play in the ongoing improvement of the management of regulatory bodies, providing them with all the support and advice they need, either on an individual or a regionally-coordinated basis, in order to carry out legislative reforms and to acquire the competencies information systems, management methods and practices and technology and equipment they need to develop their strategies, fulfil their objectives and strategically administer their resources.
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