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President Obama. Well, thank you so much,
Mr. Condo. And once again, I want to thank
President Chinchilla and all the people of Cos-
ta Rica for their incredible hospitality. I've al-
ready been scouting out where I'm going to
stay when I come back here for vacation.
[Laughter] But unfortunately, I'm going to
have to leave after this forum.

But Arturo and I were discussing backstage
the fact that INCAE, which has such a won-
derful reputation throughout the region—I
know we have two former alumni who now are
Presidents of Panama and Guatemala, respec-
tively—that the origination of this idea was
when President Kennedy visited 50 years ago
and, I think, recognized at that time the enor-
mous potential for the private sector as a criti-
cal ingredient in progress and development for
the hemisphere as a whole; that when you
combined good government with a thriving
free market, then that was an extraordinary
recipe for opportunity for all people.

And for me to be able to visit 50 years later
and to see how much progress has been made
both in the region and in the ties between the
United States and Central America, I think, in-
dicates that President Kennedy’s vision was
sound, and it also speaks to, I think, the impor-
tance of us continuing to build these kinds of
networks and relationships for the future.

I've been interviewed several times during
the course of my travels both in Mexico and
Central America, and I've emphasized that, al-
though I understand why there’s been a great
focus over the last several years on security is-
sues—security is important; it’s very hard to
create a strong economy when people are per-
sonally feeling insecure. There’s been a lot of
emphasis on immigration, and I understand
why that is. Obviously, it’s of great importance
to this region and to the United States. We
shouldn’t lose sight of the critical importance
of trade and commerce and business to the
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prospects both for Costa Rica, the United
States, and the entire hemisphere.

The United States considers our trading re-
lationships with CAFTA countries, with Mexi-
co, to be of enormous importance. When you
look at the scale of business that’s being done
currently, it's creating jobs in the United
States, it’s creating jobs here. And what we
want to do is to find ways that we can continue
to enhance that relationship, how we can get
ideas from this region and find ways in which
we can improve and foster small-business de-
velopment, medium-sized business develop-
ment, make this entire region more competi-
tive.

Because, as I said to the leaders of SICA
yesterday, we now live in a very competitive
21st-century world, and if we do not have ef-
fective integration in our hemisphere, if we
don’t have the best education systems, the best
regulatory systems, if we don’t coordinate our
activities, then we’re going to fall behind other
regions of the world. And given the talents that
I've seen on display and that are evident here,
I'm confident that we can compete as long as
we’re cooperating effectively.

So again, I want to thank President Chin-
chilla for the great hospitality. I want to con-
gratulate INCAE for its wonderful history.
And T look forward to taking a few questions,
and maybe I'll hear some ideas in this meeting.

INCAE Business School President Arturo
Condo. Absolutely. And thanks a lot for your
words.

[At this point, Mr. Condo made brief remarks,
concluding as follows.]

Finally, let me borrow your words, Presi-
dent Obama. Thinking and working for a truly
integrated Central America is our “audacity of
hope.” The United States is literally a union of
50 countries, working together as one. We can
dream of Central America as one single mar-



ket, as one single energy system, one single so-
ciety. We will be bold in working to make that
a reality.

Well, thank you very much.

And with that briefing, T would like to
open—we have some time for questions and
answers. And I would like to take some ques-
tions for what is a historic opportunity. Can
you please identify yourself and state your
question?

Q. [Inaudible]

Mr. Condo. Can you—Alberto, can you wait
until we get the microphone close?

Border Security and Efficiency

Good morning. Alberto Aleman, for-
mer—TIinaudible]—both freight and security.
Our borders are slow and impede the develop-
ment and impact of freedom of commerce,
creating fewer product options and higher
prices for our consumers in the U.S.A. The
U.S. appears to have made tremendous ad-
vances in maintaining and improving speed,
while also ensure security on its land border.
What has been the most valuable for the U.S.
in advancing safe and efficient border policy?
And what will the U.S. recommend to the Cen-
tral American countries to move towards a safe
and efficient borders that we need?

President Obama. Well, there’s no doubt
that we've made progress. More progress
needs to be made in improving border security
and facilitating speed and efficiency when it
comes to trade and commerce.

And those two things go hand in hand. Both
in the United States and on the other side of
the border in Mexico, as well as our northern
border with Canada, a lot of the press focus is
on security and immigration. But one of the ar-
guments that we’ve made in pursuit of com-
prehensive immigration reform is that you
can’t separate out the dangers or challenges or
concerns of a border from the enormous op-
portunities that a well-managed, well-regulat-
ed border represents.

And so my administration’s focus has been,
number one, let’s make sure that we've got a
sound system of immigration, customs, and a
regulatory environment, in cooperation with
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Canada and Mexico, that as much as possible
eases the flow of goods and people and services
that are legitimate.

So, for example, in the North America
Leadership Summit that I have with the Mexi-
can President and the Canadian President, a
lot of our work centers around how can we
continue to find ways to synchronize existing
regulations so that we can speed up the move-
ment of goods and services. Are there ways in
which there are regular, frequent trading prac-
tices that are going on between the countries,
where we essentially are able to put them on a
fast lane, as opposed to the more typical travel
for tourists or sporadic visitors? And so that
regulatory coordination, I think, is number
one.

Number two is infrastructure. The fact of
the matter is, is that we have massive borders
both to the south and to the north, and in order
for us to make sure that we’re facilitating trade
and commerce, we've got to have the best in-
frastructure, the best portals through which
people can go in a efficient, effective, and sys-
tematic way that still allows for us to preserve
our security and screen out those problematic
elements that might cross our borders.

And one of the things that I've been talking
to President Pefia Nieto about on our southern
border is, are there ways that we can do more
joint infrastructure investment at a time when
all countries—not just the United States and
Mexico, but I'm sure Costa Rica and Guatema-
la and Panama—we’re always trying to find
money somewhere. And when it comes to the
border, theyre shared. Are there ways in
which we can share some of the costs for con-
tinual infrastructure upgrades?

But the bottom line is, it’s both the hard-
ware—the infrastructure—but also the soft-
ware—the regulation—that’s going to make
sure that you've got an effective border system.

Comprehensive immigration reform—that
I'm hopeful we can pass this year, after 30
years—can make an enormous difference in
improving what is already a system that’s better
than it was.

But I want to echo what Arturo said about
the Central American countries. And this is not
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unique, by the way, to Central America. You
see this in other parts of the world, like in Afri-
ca, for example. Sometimes, it’s easier to trans-
port goods from parts of Central America to
the United States than it is from one Central
American country to another. The same is true
in parts of Africa, where it’s easier to ship
something to Europe than it is to the country
right next door.

And to think about working with the Inter-
American Development Bank, with the United
States, with other partners, how do we build
the kind of connectivity and emphasize inter-
nal integration and trade and markets, that’s
going to strengthen you. That will put you in a
more effective position to compete in world
markets, and it will allow you then to interface
with Mexico and the United States and Colom-
bia and other parts of the hemisphere. Because
what I said to the SICA leaders yesterday was,
the more integrated we are, the more effective
we're going to compete internationally.

But that’s going to require some investment.
I just want to emphasize, it’s not just building
the road or the bridge or the port. It’s also hav-
ing the regulatory structures that make those
work.

Mr. Condo. Thank you very much. Another
question. Paula.

Early Childhood Education

Q. Good morning. My name is Paula Rob-
erts. And I am a Central American from Costa
Rica, and I am also an MBA student from IN-
CAE. My question is in relation with early
childhood support. There is strong consensus
in Central America that has been validated by
the IDB and INCAE that early childhood sup-
port is one of the best investments our coun-
tries can make. Yet we are still struggling, try-
ing to provide primary and secondary educa-
tion coverage to the entire population, and
even this is pushing the boundaries of our bud-
gets. So my question is, how can—or how
should countries invest in this without sacrific-
ing gains in other areas? Thank you.

President Obama. Well, Tl just say very
briefly that all the science shows that effective,
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high-quality early childhood education pays
more dividends than almost anything else you
can do educationally. Because if children get a
good start, if they're read to and their vocabu-
lary is expanding and they’re taught their num-
bers and their colors and all the basic building
blocks, then they’re much more likely to suc-
ceed. And that’s true in the United States;
that’s true here in Central America.

So the way we think about early childhood
education is not just as an add-on to our overall
education policy. What we’re trying to argue in
my administration is, this is part of our entire
education strategy. It starts when the child is
born, and increasingly, in this knowledge-
based economy, it’s going to continue even af-
ter people have graduated from college;
they’re going to have to continue learning.

You're right that paying for it is difficult and
quality control is difficult. Good-quality early
childhood education is not just babysitting. It’s
having trained professionals who know how to
stimulate very young children to give them the
preparation that they need, which means set-
ting up training programs and making sure
they're adequately paid.

And in terms of financing, in my State of the
Union—because in the United States, by the
way, we don’t have the kind of early childhood
education system that I think we should have.
And when you compare what we do to some of
the more advanced countries in the OECD,
we’re not where I want us to be. So what I did
in the State of the Union was propose that we
impose an additional Federal tax on cigarettes
in order to pay for an expansion for high-quali-
ty, universal, early childhood education. You
get the dual benefit of reducing smoking,
which saves on our health care costs at the
same time as we're able to improve early child-
hood education.

Now, whether we’re going to be able to get
that passed or not, I don’t know. It’s always a
struggle to get new revenue for worthy endeav-
ors, but there’s no bigger bang for the buck
that you can get than making this investment in
early childhood education. So I'm going to
keep on arguing for it forcefully.



[President Laura Chinchilla Miranda of Costa
Rica made brief remarks.]

Mr. Condo. Thank you very much, Madam
President. The youth, we have a businessman
from the energy sector.

Alternative and Renewable Energy Sources and
Technologies/Energy Infrastructure/Regional In-
tegration

Q. Hello. Thank you. Hi. My name is Ale-
jandro Brenes. I'm the founder of an energy
company, Central American, a global shaper.
Central America has significant renewable en-
ergy resources. Our economies are bashed by
the volatility of oil energy prices, because our
renewables take longer to put on line, also de-
lays and local oppositions are taking us in a de-
faultist state that we're using more fossil fuel,
taking us farther from our original goal of a
more sustainable energy mix.

And on top of that, we have earthquakes and
frequent severe weather that makes our elec-
trical system vulnerable. Saying that, how can
we accelerate investment in more sustainable
energy? And what are the opportunities and
possible role of the U.S. and U.S. companies to
work with Central America and to advance in a
more sustainable energy mix that the region
needs and to reduce the volatility of our elec-
trical system? Thank you.

President Obama. Well, T have to say that all
of the SICA leaders that I met with yesterday
emphasized this issue of energy. President Per-
ez, President Martinelli, and President Chin-
chilla all focused on the fact that electricity
costs here in Central America may cost three
times as much as they do in Washington, DC,
and that's a huge structural disadvantage for
businesses and families in the region. So this is
something you're going to have to fix.

Now, the good news is that you've already
made enormous progress in renewable ener-
gies in ways that, in fact, are well in advance of
what other parts of the world are doing. The
fact that Costa Rica is already getting 90 per-
cent of your energy from renewable sources is
a great achievement, and it means that you've
got technology and expertise and a tradition of
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renewable energy in the region that you need
to build on.

And what the United States can do, I think
the most helpful thing we can do is work with
you—because we have a common goal of cre-
ating more renewable energy sources—let’s
collaborate on research, technology. Let’s net-
work companies that are advancing new re-
newable energy strategies and see if we can
have more joint ventures and projects. Because
it’s my view that if any of us find good answers
to renewable energy, that will spread like wild-
fire, and everybody will ultimately benefit. It
almost doesn’t matter where the innovations
occur, because theyll be readily transferable
around the world.

What I also understand is, is that we’re not
going to immediately be able to transition off
of traditional sources of energy—fossil fuels
like oil and gas—and even Costa Rica, it’s get-
ting a lot of renewable energy, but it’s still got
to make up that difference, and that’s going to
be a transition for all countries over the next
20, 30 years.

And it’s true that because of the extraordi-
nary advances in technology that we’ve made
in the United States, we are likely to be a net
natural gas exporter as soon as 2020. And so
one of the things that I've discussed with your
Presidents is, how can we potentially use that
as a bridging mechanism? I've got to make a
decision—an executive decision broadly about
whether or not we export liquefied natural gas
at all. But I can assure you that once I make
that decision, then factoring in how we can use
that to facilitate lower costs in the hemisphere
and in Central America will be on my agenda.

The last point—which Arturo mentioned,
but I can’t emphasize enough—whether you're
talking about traditional energy sources, re-
newable energy, setting up structures and reg-
ulatory regimes for creating economies of scale
and efficiencies are critical.

I was mentioning that in California, the util-
ities, when they produce energy during non-
peak hours, they ship it across the border down
to Mexico. When they have peak hours, they
bring that energy back to California. And be-
cause of not only the technology, but also the
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laws that are in place, that saves consumers
money on both sides of the border.

And given the small size of many Central
American countries, it’s critical to create a re-
gional market. And that’s not just transmission
lines. It’s also having the rules in place that al-
low the free flow of energy back and forth.

People get nervous about that, because
they're worried, well, Panama is going to steal
my electricity, and then Costa Rica, I don’t
know, maybe they're going to poach some of
our power. But the truth of the matter is, is
that everybody stands to benefit.

And we’ll work with the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank. We put forward—TI think it
was last year—maybe it was the year before,
when we initiated Connect 2022—and so our
goal is to use whatever convening power we
have to network with the private sector as well
as the public sector to find ways to enhance
that integration. If you can solve this problem,
it will free up resources for early childhood ed-
ucation, it will put money in the pockets of
consumers, and the economic benefits will be
extraordinary.

So we look forward to partnering with you
on that issue.

[President Chinchilla made brief remarks.]

Education/Budgetary Priorities/Opportunities for
Women and Girls

Mr. Condo. Let me take advantage of my
position now. Let me ask you—both of you—a
follow-up question to—on the early childhood
point; we all agree it’s critical. As you men-
tioned in—that what was called a consulta in
San Jose in 2008, that was the top social invest-
ment that could have been made for Latin
America in general: early childhood.

You mentioned, President Obama, it’s hard
for everyone to gather the fiscal resources to
invest in these innovative, very valuable—so-
cially valuable—programs. How do you go
about, in both of your experiences, creating
such social demand or social support for mis-
sions like that that imply greater resources and
the need for greater resources?

398

President Obama. Well, first of all, at least in
the United States, and I'm almost certain—I
haven’t looked at the polling, but I'm sure it’s
true in Central America—selling people on the
importance of education is not difficult. People
understand—even those who don’t have an ed-
ucation understand—that in this economy, if
we don’t have a highly skilled, highly trained
workforce, then we’ll lose. And I think every
parent has aspirations for their children to do
even better than they did. And the only way
that’s going to happen is, is if they’re getting an
excellent education.

So I think generally, the issue is not going to
be, will there be social demand. I think, num-
ber one, it’s making sure that education re-
forms are in place so that we are using the
money that we have as effectively as possible.

In the United States, what we found is, is
that sometimes, money in schools are not well
spent. And our schools—we’ve had public
schools for a very long time, but many of them
were designed back in the 1800s in a largely
agricultural society; now the needs are differ-
ent, and we've got to adapt. We also have new
tools, like the use of technology and distance
learning, that can reduce costs and improve
outcomes.

We have to spend a lot of time focusing on
teacher quality and training teachers so that
they're up to speed on the best practices to im-
prove learning.

And—but I think it is actually easy to get
public support around education. What’s hard-
er is to, A, make sure that the money is well
spent, and B, recognize that, as is true for busi-
nesses, it’s also true for governments, you have
to prioritize, and you have to decide, all right,
if we're going to spend more money on early
education, then we’re going to have to either
increase revenue through taxation or we're go-
ing to have to stop doing some other things
that are less important. And that’s part of what
democracy is about, is having that debate.

But one last point I want to make about edu-
cation: A lot of studies have shown that the sin-
gle best indicator of a country’s development
and advancement is how does it treat its girls.
If you are not educating half the population, if



you're not using all the opportunities—or pro-
viding opportunities for all the girls in your
country, you will fall behind. And it’s been said
before, the advantage of when you're giving a
good education to girls is you're also going to
be educating the children of the moms.

And so making sure that social equity and
gender equity is built into our education agen-
da—especially around things like math and sci-
ence and engineering, where traditionally, a lot
of times, young girls are discouraged because
it’s viewed somehow as not their subjects—
that’s something that we're spending a lot of
time on. And we’d be happy to collaborate with
SICA and other organizations to find ways that
we can make sure that we’re encouraging
young women are getting the exact same op-
portunities as young men are getting.

Mr. Condo. Thank you. Well, we need to
wrap up due to our short time constraints. But
I'd like to hear from President Chinchilla first
and then President Obama maybe some clos-
ing remarks and parting words.

[President Chinchilla made brief remarks.]

President Obama. Well, again, T just want to
thank this wonderful institution and the people
of Costa Rica, as well as President Chinchilla,
for giving me this wonderful opportunity to in-
teract with outstanding business leaders and
civil society leaders.

The main message that I have is that the
United States recognizes, our fates are tied up
with your success. We want to be a partner.
I've said this before—and T will repeat—we
don’t think there are senior partners or junior
partners in that partnership. I think it’s a part-
nership based on equality and mutual respect
and mutual interest. If you are doing well, we
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will do better. And if we’re doing well, we
think your situation improves.

And so, through all the various forums that
we have, let’s continue to build. And let’s rec-
ognize that in this global economy that we now
live in that for us to be successful, we’re going
to have to further integrate, and it's—we’re go-
ing to have to use not just the powers of gov-
ernments—government-to-government rela-
tions—it’s going to be people to people, busi-
ness to business. It’s going to be networks. It’s
going to be private sector, public sector, non-
for-profits all working together around com-
mon goals.

And T think this forum is a extraordinary op-
portunity to build on the talents of a lot of peo-
ple from a lot of sectors around the region. We
look forward to working with you. We look for-
ward to partnering with you. And I have to say,
this visit has made me extraordinarily optimis-
tic about not just the future of the United
States and the future of Central America, but
the entire hemisphere.

So thank you very much.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:58 a.m. at
the Old Customs House. In his remarks, he re-
ferred to Arturo Condo, president, Instituto
Centroamericano de Administracion de Em-
presas (INCAE); President Ricardo Berrocal
Martinelli of Panama; President Otto Fernan-
do Perez Molina of Guatemala; President En-
rique Pefa Nieto of Mexico; and Prime Minis-
ter Stephen J. Harper of Canada. He also re-
ferred to the Central American Integration
System (SICA). A participant referred to the
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB).
President Chinchilla spoke in Spanish, and her
remarks were translated by an interpreter, but
no transcript was provided.

Statement on the Observance of Orthodox Easter

May 4, 2013

This weekend, Michelle and I extend our
best wishes to members of the Orthodox Chris-
tian community here in America and around
the world as they observe Holy Friday and the
Feast of the Resurrection.

For millions of Orthodox Christians, this is a
joyful time. But it’s also a reminder of the sac-
rifice Christ made so that we might have eter-
nal life. His decision to choose love in the face
of hate, hope in the face of despair, is an
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