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World Social Forum International Council Meeting, 9.-11.11.2010, Dakar

Preceded by the African Social Forum Council Meeting on the 8th of November, the International Council of the World Social Forum came together in Dakar, Senegal, from the 9th to the 11th of November 2010. The Council of the African Social Forum focused in its discussion on the significance of the return of the World Social Forum process to Africa. Participants identified several challenges and opportunities for African movements. The Council agreed that the World Social Forum in Africa was a renewed opportunity to critique capitalism and historical imperialism since the interconnected nature of the various crises currently affecting humanity is particularly striking on the African continent. The necessity of rethinking relationships among individuals, among men and women and among humanity and nature becomes obvious in the face of the exploitation and domination that characterises Africa’s space in the globalisation process and its social, political, economic and cultural consequences. The discussion evolved around two broad themes, namely what the Social Forum could bring to African movements and what African movements could bring to the Social Forum. Speakers highlighted the Forum’s role in reinforcing African people’s political conscience and the potential for redefining rules and values inherent in the event. In addition, the Forum was a moment to honour past and present “African heroes”, which participants to the Council meeting saw as a long-overdue and politically crucial act for ongoing struggles in Africa and the world. Speakers aspired to a Forum which would recognise and lift the various African struggles, while giving African visions a common, shared space. In this sense, the Forum was also perceived as an opportunity to connect African intellectuals to real struggles and the need to assure a strong presence of African intellectuals at the Forum was stressed. One speaker challenged participants to reflect on the question of whether they saw the Forum as a space of containment, where movements express their frustration, or whether they saw it as a tool for transformation of the world, where Africans can sharpen their struggles. In terms of Africa’s contribution to the World Social Forum process, it was noted that the world currently not only faced manifold economic, environmental, humanitarian and political crises, but that it also hovered in a crisis of imagination. One speaker emphasised the general crisis of generating ideas that come from outside the failed system. African struggles, which occur within a context of democratisation in social and economic imbalances, were seen as source of inspiration and as a basis for constructing new universalisms for a global community in which African people finally find their appropriate and just space.
The International Council of the World Social Forum held a reflection day on the 9th of November to discuss the main challenges of the 2011 event in Dakar. It echoed the African Council’s emphasis on the role of Africa in the global capitalist project and underlined decolonialisation, understood as the world’s liberation from the domination of Western values, as a key task. The Council debated the current state of civilisation crisis and collected a list of aspects that deserved specific attention during the Forum. Several speakers stressed the need to overcome the traditional North/South divide based on the observation that so-called ‘emerging countries’ are being successfully co-opted into the dominant system, which is increasingly characterised not by the hegemony of specific regions, but by general market hegemony. The trend reveals the historic moment that movements in emerging countries currently live. While speakers agreed that the world system was undergoing important transformations away from Western hegemony but towards a system which continued to be based on the Western socio-economic model, cleavages among participants became apparent along regional lines. Notably European participants disagreed on the state of social movements in Europe. One speaker testified that capitalism was attacking European movements in the context of solving its current crisis which were subsequently in a weak position and needed support from the global movement. One speaker declaring to be “a young voice of people born during the TINA era” explained that European social movements did not adequately address the fact that European governments have been continuously rolling back social rights for decades. Other voice expressed disagreement with the view and pointed to enhanced class struggles ongoing in Europe and recently won battles. One speaker argued that the problem of European social movements derived from the fact that adjustments to the unsustainable hegemonic system could only come at a cost to Europeans, who needed to acknowledge that they could not continue to live as they were used to. The speaker implied that Europe experienced an iteration of the inherent contradictions of capitalism, which differed from its iterations in other regions, but which fundamentally remained a consequence of these contradictions. One speaker called upon participants to “go united but knowing that each of us lives very different problems”. Both points were echoed, explicitly or implicitly by most contributions from all regions. One speaker maintained that the new multilateralism, epitomised by the ongoing G20 summit in South Korea, continued to be “undemocratic” and was “designing the whole world economy according to the interests of the few”. Another speaker added that the force of the capitalist system lay in the fact that “people want better material life”. Therefore, “if the solution is only on the market, people will continue to be drawn to that” and “in order to be able to make a change, it is necessary to establish a debate that can connect the daily life of the masses with solutions to their daily needs”. Speakers mentioned various topics as crucial, such as ecological limits of the current system, the question of modernity and the illegal immigration phenomenon. In terms of practical concerns, the need to assure the participation of those who cannot travel to Dakar was put forward. In addition, one speaker urged the Forum to make an effort to spread its message in a “simple manner” to facilitate wide-spread participation, arguing that “you can’t give a forty-page document to the masses of the people”. In connection with the masses of the people, specifically in Africa, one speaker underlined the five-hundred year old African civilisation of resistance that must be located at the Dakar Forum, since it has its own values and ideas that can serve as a basis for an alternative. The sacredness of life, which put life, not the individual, at centre stage, was given as an example. The alternative to the “civilisation of individual greed” was thus not seen as something new, but it seeds could be found in the resistance of the African people, which “Northern comrades have to come and join”. Issues raised for discussion by the chair but not explicitly debated at length include concerns about the Forum’s resources and the question of whether there was a loss of momentum in the Forum process or a different type of expansion.
The International Council Meeting on the 10th and the 11th of November was dedicated to the practicalities of the upcoming Word Social Forum’s organisation process. The ten commissions of the local organising committee (Logistics, Communication, Culture, Diaspora, Women, Mobilisation, Youth, Health, Security and Suburbs) presented their reports and the organisers recalled the programme as presented at the July IC Meeting, namely:
6.2.2011
March 

7.2.2001
Africa and Diaspora Day 

8/9.2.2011
Self-organised activities

10.2.2011
Convergence of thematic meetings

11.2.2011
Convergence of convergence & closure

Both elements were discussed in detail. Reoccurring topics included “delicate questions”, the conceptualisation of the African Day and agglutination/convergence. The question of delicate topics remained largely unresolved. The African Council and the national committee reiterated their commitment to freedom of expression and action of all groups who accept the Charter of Principles and vowed to guarantee this freedom. National organisers invited participants to consult with them on how to put this freedom in practice due to hostility towards certain issues in the region, notably homosexuality. The organisers also stressed the fact that while day two was entitled “Africa and Diaspora Day”, this only referred to the theme given to the day, which was intended to be a day for all Forum participants. The idea was to highlight Africa’s role and place in the global community, hence it was important that the global community participated actively in this day. The discussion then moved to the question of self-organised activities and convergences. The organisers pointed out that it was up to participants to fill the programme and encouraged input. Attendants of the IC meeting subsequently made suggestions, but the process remains ongoing until the Forum. Many speakers stressed the need to organise convergences adequately, notably with a view to leading towards future action as opposed to constituting simple summaries of debates. To this end, careful planning needed to begin now and continue all the way to and throughout the Forum. A working group was entrusted with this task. A second working group formed around thematic assemblies. Organisers countered the concern that not enough time was provided for self-organised activities with the arguments that such activities would already begin on the African day (day 2), that convergences were also auto-organised and that it had been decided previously that a bigger emphasis needed to be placed on agglutination and convergence. The organisers equally needed to find an appropriate place for the Social Movements Assembly, which had a tendency to be mistaken as the final assembly. Speakers agreed that the final assembly needed to address the question of the future of altermondialism in a progressive way and that a profound discussion was required on the future of the Forum process. On more practical issues, the organisers reported that the budget for the Dakar event had to be reduced by 30% due to difficulties in the fundraising process and currently stands at €2.9 million, with €900 000 acquired. Participants were particularly urged to devote attention to the solidarity fund which remained severely underfinanced. The caravans leading to Dakar fulfilled a double role in respect of assuring wide participation. They were one means of travelling to Senegal at a reasonable cost and they provided the opportunity for travellers to interact and exchange with populations along the way, to collect voices and experiences and raise awareness for the Social Forum process. On the evening of the 10th of November, the national committee organised a cultural event in the honour of IC meeting participants, featuring documentaries produced by marginalised young West Africans and a variety of West African music and dance performances. 
On the 11th November, the IC Commissions convened and subsequently presented the outcome of their discussions. Leaving the preparations for Dakar 2011 aside, debates on the final day mainly moved towards the future of the Forum process, although participants emphasised that the day only opened the debate which needed to be carried on. With regard to delicate issues, the Expansion Commission proposed to support the African Council’s working group on ethnic, religious, sexual diversity. The Commission insisted that the Forum has to be kept as a space of dialogue and cannot exclude opinions, ethnicities, religions, sexual diversity etc. Due to the necessity of including indigenous people in the process and the poor financing of the solidarity fund, the Expansion Commission urged all participants to consider the possibility of including people who have trouble to travel to Dakar in their delegations and to try finding money to fund this. The Strategy Commission concluded that there was no contradiction between the World Social Forum as an open space and a space of action coordination and suggested that the geographic and strategic expansion of the Forum should be on the agenda of the next IC meeting. The Finance Commission shared the Strategy Commission’s view that the format of the Forum needed to be reflected on. Due to the growth of the Forum process, previous modes of fundraising based on personal relationships did not produce sufficient resources anymore. The Commission also appeal to members of the IC to support the Sao Paolo Secretariat which was running out of funding in 2010. During the discussion, one participant lamented that it was often impossible for community and social movements to attend the Forum due to lack of financing and argued that this was one of the reasons why NGOs tended to dominate the Forum process. Several speakers suggested considering new ways for the Forum to operate. The Communications Commission mainly focused on the upcoming World Social Forum and its interaction with the press. During the discussion, one speaker insisted that there should be an emphasis on developing alternative forms of sustainable popular communication instead of focussing on mainstream media, because many people in the global South could not be reached in this way. The Methodology Commission added to the previous debate on self-organised activities and agglutination that it was necessary for a working group to start working towards the final assembly from the beginning of the Forum in Dakar. The Commission work was followed by a discussion on the possibility of connecting the Forum process with mobilisation towards Rio+20 in 2012. Participants agreed that this was a wide-ranging decision, which was directly related to questions of the future of the Forum process, its outlook and format. Events are being organised at the Dakar Forum to debate these questions. It was agreed that the next IC meeting should take place on the two days following  the 2011 World Social Forum, that is to say on the 12th and 13th of February 2011.         
