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Ladies and gentlemen,

It is with great pleasure that I welcome the participants of this very important event. I especially welcome the international participants who are here to debate alternative public policies for Brazil and other emergent countries. I know that for many of you finding time in your busy schedules and traveling from countries such as South Africa, Argentina, India and the United States required significant effort. I hope that you will have a wonderful stay in the very charming city of Rio de Janeiro.  

I would also like to welcome the Brazilian presenters, whose intellectual and professional work is deserving of great respect. They are economists and social scientists permanently looking at the problems faced by our society and the challenges of development, and who have a genuine commitment to improving the general welfare and the lives of our people. Naturally, I must salute the organizers of this meeting as well as the audience, certainly anxious to listen to new ideas and exciting debates. I am sure that this symposium will be an important source of inspiration for the larger society and for the Brazilian government.
Human history is many times marked by extreme positions. We have experienced one such extreme in the past decades, when the idea was prevalent that free markets could solve all of societies’ problems, and that any strategic regulatory intervention by the State was unnecessary and even detrimental. This was an obvious exaggeration and we are now paying for it. While it is true that markets have been tested and approved through history as a relatively effective way for humans to organize their societies, free markets are not the complete answer for achieving a harmonious society. This has been demonstrated throughout history.  

I will offer you one example from Brazilian history. Petrobras, our own Petrobras, was created at a time when every geological study suggested that Brazil had no inland oil fields. Under such circumstances, why would any private entrepreneur take the risk of creating Petrobras? What would an oil company explore in Brazil? What profits could this company possibly expect? The State intervened and created Petrobras, the company was capitalized, invested in new technology and discovered spectacular oilfields in the sea, becoming one of the largest oil companies in the world. Would anyone say that such State intervention was detrimental to the overall economy?  

Similarly, the Brazilian State founded Companhia Siderurgica Nacional (The National Steel Company), Companhia Vale do Rio Doce, Eletrobras and all of its subsidiary hydroelectric energy plants, Telebras, Embrapa – a spectacular company that has kept Brazilians from facing major food shortages, etc, etc. No one could reasonably say that such investments by the State were bad decisions. Surely they were not. They were strategic investments that only the State could have realized. Without them, we would almost surely face the hardships of major energy crises.   
The wave of privatizations came. Still, in order for something to be privatized, first it had to be created. Had it not been for the strategic investments by the State in the past, the increased profitability and the managerial improvements achieved by the privatization of State companies would have never occurred. To ideologically advocate for the reduction of State participation in the economy is unreasonable. The circumstances of the real world, strategic, not ideological, is what determines whether the State should be part of a given sector in which private initiative cannot or will not invest.  

Let us look at the focus of this symposium: basic public policies. Brazil and other developing countries, especially those in Latin America, face severe social crises, most of which the result of neoliberal policies. Should we wait for free markets to automatically solve these crises, especially the high unemployment faced by these countries? Our government has strongly repelled this idea. The current federal government of Brazil has implemented very important public policies, the hugely successful “Bolsa Família” being one of them, which have practically eliminated severe poverty and generalized famine in our country. 
As a result of the very significant economic growth observed over the past few years, the unemployment rate in Brazil has fallen from almost 12% to about 8% of the work force. However, we know this is not enough. We need to advance even further. Not only is our unemployment rate still too high for our own historic patterns, but our rate of underemployment is 30% of the work force in some metropolitan areas. The Brazilian government will not rest until this situation has been reversed. We will not look for the free market as solution for the severe social crisis we face.
I hope that this Symposium, via the exchange between our Brazilian economists and the experienced policy makers and theoreticians from other parts of the world, helps us find superior social policies, despite any ideologies. I was informed that many participants of this Symposium are members of the international network Economists for Full Employment, which reminds me of FDR’s New Deal, in the 30s. I believe that our biggest challenge today is to do in the developing world something very similar to the American New Deal of the 30s. It will not be the same set of policies as the New Deal, of course, since historical circumstances are not those of 1930s USA. Still, economic and social development may be achieved today if intelligent policies are implemented by committed strong governments. These Symposium will help us identify such policies.  

Thank you very much and welcome,

Jose Alencar

Vice President of Brazil

