Hello:  

I was engaged at different times in the official and autonomous organisation of the European Social Forum.   In my view there where several deep rooted flaws in the process and I'd like to comment on one of them.

Anyone who knows me will understand that this is meant as a positive if not objective attempt at learning from this year’s process.  In that sense I’m really not interested if you subscribe to the idea that the process was “hijacked and manipulated” or that “small disruptive minorities” acted out of turn. These are obviously symptomatic of more fundamental flaws in the process.

I urge anyone who is committed to the democracy, transparency, inclusiveness and accountability in the ESF to consider these suggestions for Greece and beyond.

Flaw 1 - We poorly defined what we mean when we use the terms Democratic, Transparent, Inclusive and Accountable (DTIA). (this point has been elaborated in an appendix below).  We don’t have a commonly understood set of norms as to what these key words mean. When people from truly broad political spectrums attempt to work together it’s obvious that these words inform different codes of practice from person to person.  it's very possible that one person considers the event to be empowering and open while the next feels oppressed and alienated.

Without a point of reference all discussions related to DTIA are predominantly subjective, bias, ideological, abstract, obscure, frustrating....... with a weak point of reference, discussions are open to mistrust, bad communication, manipulation etc etc

I believe that “if” the organisational processes of the ESF and probably the WSF are to be considered DTIA there must be:

1, A “locally” agreed set of processes that constitute a minimum requirement. This agreement then serves as a point of reference for

2. a monitoring team, that  scrutinises the process, as a definition of processes alone is not enough.  

3. Both the minimum requirements and the monitoring team should be developed by the host nation using a quality, diverse multi stakeholder process.

1. The  “minimum requirements” should be agreed upon as an unquestionable prerequisite to hosting the forum in Greece and beyond. although they should be defined locally they should be approved in international assemblies.  Once developed, flexibility should exist for further development and changes and finally  just because it’s difficult to agree upon processes is not an adequate reason to not do it.

2. The "impartial monitoring” team should be set up for objective scrutiny, reporting and accountability. The exact role of the team should be determined locally. (is it observation only or does it make decisions). One of it’s key functions should be to transform/resolve conflicts.

3. A “quality multi-stakeholder processes” is needed to undertake the development of both 1 and 2. A templated framework for this process should be developed internationally.  although the exact functions of the team are developed by the host nation, people from all nations may be on the team.

London as Host Nation

As I remember the final decision for the ESF to be held in London was at the european assembly in march 2004 and was based on an outlined presentation of how the ESF would be produced. It predominately focused on practical details like how much tickets would cost, which venue, who supported the bid etc. but omitted completely any serious definition of it’s agreed upon DTIA processes.  (the lack of serious definition is outlined in the appendix)

I think that as Democracy, Transparency, Inclusiveness and Accountability are the fundamental cornerstones of the ESF, it’s ludicrous for us to put another country into the same lion’s den.  No country should be given the final green light to host the forum without pre-agreeing upon a minimum requirement of DTIA processes.

There where several attempts at agreeing upon processes including among others Alex Gordon proposal, The Horizontals “call for democracy”, Brig et al’s  legal document..... with no real detailed agreement on processes.  Some may feel that the charter of principals offer guidance - I disagree and have gone into more detail below.

Too Difficult

The fact that it’s a difficult task to come to such an agreement is not reason enough to avoid doing it.  Problems do not go away just because we look away.  Processes used to produce the event are of course indicative of a wider political stance. So agreeing upon some even small organisational processes will always be in opposition to somebody’s political stance. The facts remain that these differences in opinion will always arise and we need to choose to either “discuss” them in a structured format of multi-stakeholder engagement at the beginning of the event or weather we prefer to avoid the discussion allowing differences to escalate into larger conflicts and “confront” them as and  when they arise in an ad hoc manner as was the case this year.

Defining a minimum requirement is not the same as the impossible task of agreeing upon one ideological definition of democracy or transparency etc. Each host nation needs to agree upon one set of basic processes, a starting point for working together within their differences. It’s because we’ll always have different opinions that pre-defining a minimum requirement to what constitutes acting in a DTIA manner is an absolute must otherwise we’ll always be arguing the toss without a way forward that supports the voice of marginalized groups being heard.

It’s obvious that in coming to an agreement on basic processes that some compromises will have to be made. That's partly why phrases like – “uniting diversity”  - are easy to say, easy to verbalise but difficult in reality. We must be able to focus on our commonalities and not our differences if we are going to be able to create a process that supports people from diverse perspectives working together.

The organisational process of the ESF and WSF is one of the most important social experiments of our time as it demands that we find ways of working together despite or in appreciation of our differences. This was the case in the autonomous spaces, official ESF spaces, in the working groups and in the seminar mergers and it’s also an absolute necessity in our increasingly global community.

We obviously need to make some serious improvements if we wish to set an example.  Many of the social movements are mobilising against multinational corporations that undeniably demonstrate better levels of scrutiny and accountability than this years ESF. If the ESF can’t be exemplary it should at least walk it’s talk.

Appendix - ATTEMPTS AT DEFINING DTIA DURING THE UK ESF

What I mean by a pre-agreed upon “minimum requirement” was perhaps best detailed in - Brig et al’s (Legal Working Group) legal document -

http://lists.riseup.net/www/arc/democratise_the_esf/2004-02/msg00019.html

I’m not endorsing each individual point in Brig’s document.  What I‚m suggesting is with nearly 100 points of clarification on process and objectives this document reaches the level of detail that is needed in a pre-process agreement that serves as a point of reference and without which we’ll always be arguing in the wind about weather X,Y and Z is Democratic or not.

I think there where two problems with Brig’s document that we could improve on. It doesn’t need to be so formal as to be a legal document.  1. Mixing legal requirements with what I’m calling DTIA minimum requirements is not necessary. There are serious problems in making this level of agreement legally binding.  2. The Legal Working Group only consisted of a few people. This agreement needs to be developed involving a much broader spectrum of stakeholders reflecting the

diversity of those involved.

Charter of principles  - some may feel that the charter of principals provides guidance in  areas of Democracy, Transparency, Inclusiveness and Accountability. I disagree.

Democracy is mentioned three times in the Charter

1.  The World Social Forum is an open meeting place for reflective thinking, democratic debate of ideas...........

4.  men and women - of all nations and the environment and will rest on democratic international systems

10. It upholds respect for Human Rights, the practices of real democracy, participatory democracy

Inclusion is mentioned using other words/terms;

10. . .and condemns all forms of domination and all subjection of one person by another.

11. … and on the alternatives proposed to solve the problems of exclusion and social inequality.........

Transparency is mentioned once

11.  The World Social Forum is a movement of ideas that prompts reflection, and the transparent circulation of the results of that reflection

In the Charter the relevant words are barely mentioned in terms of processes -  the onus is on defining what the WSF event is within a global context. Which is good because it’s easy for sets of principles to be over restrictive and minimise local creativity.

The Alex Gordon proposal was the next landmark in commonly understood guiding documents - here in this short document we have only four references to DTIA. This time they are expressed in terms of processes.

8. The meetings of the UK Organising Committee for the ESF in London will take place on a monthly basis and be open to all social movements and organisations wishing to participate.  The work of the organising committee will be open and transparent and will be published on the European mailing list.

9. ........The affiliation fee may be reduced in specific cases by agreement of the Organising Committee to ensure that organisations are not excluded due to lack of financial resources.

10. ......It will work within the framework set by the European Preparatory Assemblies. All decisions and accounts will be transparent and published.

We need another 40  or 50 agreed upon points like the above.  In reality throughout this years ESF there where probably 10s, maybe even  50 to 100 “key” processes that were determined in an ad hoc format varying from occasion to occasion. Some of the decisions on processes where circulated on lists some were not. There was never a central document as a point of reference.  Understanding on processes as a common body of knowledge wasn’t accessible as few are willing to trawl through minutes.

The horizontals’ “Call for Democracy”  

http://lists.riseup.net/www/arc/democratise_the_esf/2004-02/msg00204.html

This was another relevant document requesting a collaborative clarification and defining of processes around six key points.

Shane
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