Americas summit called for January 2004
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WASHINGTON, Aug 21 (Reuters) - Leaders from across the Americas will discuss social and economic issues at a special summit in Mexico in January amid concerns at growing poverty in Latin America, the Organization of American States said on Thursday.

The summit, squeezed in ahead of a scheduled gathering of Western hemisphere leaders in 2005 to discuss free trade, will "confront the current economic, social and political challenges of the region," said OAS Secretary General Cesar Gaviria.

OAS officials also said that with up to one-third of the 34 heads of state having changed since the last summit in Canada in 2001, it was felt an interim summit would be beneficial, particularly as the region's political and economic problems have become worse.

New leaders have been elected in Brazil and Argentina, South America's largest countries and key economies.

The OAS said the heads of state will meet for one day to "exchange ideas and generate proposals" on issues that deal with economic growth with equity, social development and democratic governance.

Growing concern at the resurgence of poverty in Latin America is likely to be on the agenda, said one official.

Latin America is slowly pulling itself out of the economic doldrums, as key economies sank into a recession in 2002 and countries like Venezuela and Colombia face internal strife.

The summit will be the fourth as the region enters the final stretch in negotiations to create a single, free-trade zone, but the Mexican government said in a separate statement, that trade would not be on the agenda.

The Mexican foreign ministry said the Free Trade Area of the Americas, the ambitious hemispheric trade pact promoted by Washington, is being dealt with by a separate secretariat and does not need to be on the summit agenda.

The FTAA will be tackled in the next hemispheric summit meeting scheduled for Argentina, in 2005.

A venue and precise date was not given by the OAS or Mexico for next year's summit. 
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