
At the conclusion of the 14th World CLC Assembly held in Nairobi, the newly elected ExCo decided that CLC should be present at the World Social Forum (WSF) in Mumbai, India from the 16 to 21 Jan. 2004. Three CLC delegates accepted this mission and took on the mandate given by the ExCo to be the CLC Delegation to the WSF in Mumbai.

Another World is Possible

▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬
The World Social Forum (WSF): ‘A sign of hope for the world’ and a challenge for CLC:

Shirin Ebadi, 2003 Nobel peace laureate from Iran, in her opening speech in the evening of 16th January, called the WSF: ‘A sign of hope for the world’. Together with over 100 thousand participants from 132 countries, she spoke about the vicious circle of capitalism and neo-liberalism, making the deprived poorer and the wealthy even richer, contributing to causes of wars and terrorism, and how this must be changed by peaceful means. There, at the Mumbai NESCO Grounds (exhibition centre), the venue of the WSF, for five days, we lived in a world as it could be and should be. After security checks and passing smiling police (some being heavily armed), we entered a colourful world, a garden of beautiful people of all races and cultures. The atmosphere of peace, harmony, beauty and above all joy was overwhelming. The poor and underprivileged where there: they where recognized in their dignity, cultural diversity and beauty. For many of them, this was a new experience - at the NESCO grounds, they felt free to speak for themselves. One person, who participated in the former WSFs in Brazil, said that this was the big achievement of the Mumbai WSF. In Brazil, the participants where mainly members of social movements, human rights activists, NGOs, etc. talking on behalf of the victims of injustice and exploitation; here in Mumbai they were present in large numbers and spoke for themselves. For background information see Origins and Objectives of a Movement.  

Participation on behalf of WCLC:

Leah and Gilles Michaud (Canada) and Roswitha Cooper (Italy/Germany) met with Fr. Fernando Franco S.J., the Secretary for Social Justice and became members of the International Delegation of twenty-six: Jesuits from all continents, laypersons from Australia, Canada, France, Italy, Spain, USA and Zambia - all of them working in one way or the other with the Society of Jesus. All were registered at the WSF under SAPI (South Asian Peoples Initiative). The call of SAPI was to look for secular space / platform to join and build up networks with individuals, groups, NGOs, and peoples’ movements in the struggle with the poor. As the preparations for the Forum progressed, the e-newsletter communicated the latest details. For ongoing information on SAPI, contact: Joe Xavier S.J., JESA Secretary at jesa@jesuits.net . 

To better link the CLC mission project at the national level, CLC India was contacted and invited to participate in the WSF. In October Cecilia Edwards, the current past President of CLC India, and Fr. Tony D’Souza S.J., National Ecclesiastical Assistant, were informed of our participation in the WSF and an invitation was extended to them to join with us, as one world body at the WSF. The challenge was met with an enthusiastic affirmative reply and subsequently 10 CLC members registered to attend the Forum under the umbrella of SAPI. 

We three were grateful to be part of the International Delegation, to have the opportunity of celebrating Eucharist together in the early mornings and to meet every evening to share our experiences. Mumbai indeed is a shocking example of the devastating effects of a globalized neo-liberal economy, a megapolis of 16 million people with luxury hotels, huge slums, incredibly crowded streets, traffic jams as a rule and a level of pollution that pains the throat and makes eyes water. In the morning when taking a Rickshaw (a three-wheeled, 3 passenger, open vehicle that operates on air polluting kerosene) to the NESCO Ground, we would pass by the highway bridges. Under these bridges, and in similar unsuitable places, many thousands of people ‘live’ in the dust and in this indescribable polluted air; a condition reflecting the absolute assault to human dignity that continues to exist in our world. It was a painful tension we had to live through. Us… passing by to go to a meeting about changing sinful structures, knowing that in the evening a meal would be waiting: there… the misery of the nameless poor without drinking water and not even the basic means for living. We struggled with feelings of powerlessness, of not being able to do something for them right away. 

Early in the morning, we would arrive at the venue to have some time before the beginning of the official programs. The conferences we attended were interesting and informative. Some of the key speakers of the WSF were: Joseph Stiglitz (Nobel economic laureate from USA), Shirin Ebadi, (Nobel peace laureate from Iran), Chico Whitaker (Brazil, one of the founders of the WSF), Mary Robinson, Maude Barlow (Canadian activist and writer), Alejandro Bendana (Representative of the former Sandinista Government of Nicaragua), Fausto Bertinotti (Italian Rifondazione Comunista and member of the European Parliament), Bernard Casssen (France, founder of ATTAC), Captain Laksmi Sehgal (90 year old energetic woman and freedom fighter on the side of M. Gandhi), Walden Bello (from the Philippines, now serving at the International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development in Geneva), Gustavo Codas (economist from Brazil), Asma Jehaangir (impressive human rights activist from Pakistan), Trevor Ngwane (human rights activist from South Africa), Bonaventura Santos (professor of Sociology in Portugal), Juan Somavia (ILO Representative from Chile). 

In addition to the conferences and round tables, about two hundred different seminars were presented each day with a seating capacity ranging from 50 to 1,000 people. SAPI was responsible for a total of 17 events. There were also many interesting cultural activities offered throughout the day: More than 1,500 artists, poets, playwrights, writers and film directors took an active part. There were 150 street theatre plays and a film festival with 85 different titles about WSF themes. Then there were marches, demonstrations and interesting exhibitions. It was never easy to make a choice as to where to participate. Some of the round tables, where interaction was possible, were inspiring.

What mattered most, however, was the encounter with people from around the world. It is one thing to read about injustice, neo-liberalism, the negative impact of a neo-liberal globalisation on developing countries, or listening to conferences of eloquent people, but meeting those who suffer, who are the victims of an unjust world order, goes right the heart and brings about changes in one’s attitude to the issues. In meeting the victims, conversion happens. The issue of the Dalits and Adivasi (so-called ‘Untouchable’ and tribal people) was something we had heard about, now they are brothers and sisters who suffer and need our solidarity and help. Large numbers are illiterate and their way of expression was through their dancing and their drums. Many left their villages for the first time and travelled for weeks, sometimes on foot, to arrive in Mumbai. To speak to Burmese refugees who escaped from prison, to listen to the suffering of Bhutanese who had lost family and friends killed by a cruel dictator, to meet the many women who are denied basic human rights, to hear the desire of the people from Tibet to live in their country with their traditions and their own culture, to learn of Gujarat (Gujarat was Gandhi’s home state) where 2000 Muslims were killed, 1,150 wounded, 5,300 houses burned down and 100,000 Muslim refugees living mostly in ghettos … all this suffering has become a human face with a name and a challenge which has to be shared with as many in CLC as possible. 

The fruits of the WSF?

Critical voices can be heard about the outcome of this huge event. Some want more action and concrete resolutions. This became clear as early as in the opening speech. Although all speakers share a similar critique of the global political and economic system, the approach as to how to work for change varies. The differences are best shown in the following two approaches: the approach taken by Chico Whitaker stresses the importance of the Forum as an open space where debates, analysis, common sharing of experiences and searching for alternatives is possible. According to him, our challenge today is how to educate civil society and create networks so that in the long run they will be able to have an impact on global economic policies. He warns of premature actions and resolutions that would not be carried through by the vast variety of social movements and NGOs. In such a case, the process and momentum of the WSF would be endangered. 

The approach presented by Arundhati Roy, a dynamic and charismatic Indian writer, filmmaker and human rights activist, was a strong plea for the Forum to act as a movement. She even had concrete suggestions: to publish a list worldwide with the names and addresses of the multinational corporations that will benefit from the reconstruction of Iraq and call for a global boycott against them. 

It is too early for a final judgement but some fruits of the WSF can already be seen: 

· Within the Forum, social movements have started a global networking with the focus to influence the WTO (World Trade Organisations) to change the multinational trade agreements such as: ALCA, NAFTA, CAFTA, AFTA that have had such devastating influence in the developing countries. 

· Some movements joined forces, worked out, and signed a proposal on reforming the UN and have given it to Koffi Anan. The goal is the democratization of structures so that developing countries can participate in and influence decisions.
· The environmental organisations united to oppose the privatization of water and to actively defend the basic human right of free drinking water for all. 

· All participants at the Forum approved of the plan to gather worldwide on the 20th of March of this year for a “Peace March” against war, the occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan and, as well, calling for the demolition of the wall in Israel. 

· SAPI, the ad-hoc Indian Jesuit working group, has decided to become permanent. They will discuss further plans with representatives of all organisations at a four days meeting at the beginning of April.    

· The CLC Indian delegates, who represented the national community at the WSF, recommended the following ‘CLC mission’ to the world body:

1. Going beyond the boundaries of the present Church groups to join hands with peoples of all faith in building basic human communities in our dioceses.
2. Joining hands with “alternate” groups (NGOs) to promote alternative medicines, products, etc.
3. Creating awareness through processes of social analysis among the marginalized groups as to the causes of poverty.
4. Giving information about our marginalized groups World CLC NGO Working Groups and getting information from them to support the struggles of the marginalized.
5. Using Ignatian Spirituality as a powerful tool for social change.
6. Join the march to protest against war on 20th March. 
Next year the 5th World Social Forum will be held once again in Porto Alegre, Brazil. In 2006, there is talk of having the WSF in Africa. Preparation should start soon. 

We three, who had the privilege and grace of participating in this big event, will never forget what we experienced at the WSF but this is not enough. As we were sent by the World ExCo on behalf of the world community, we feel committed to share our experiences with you and all in CLC. We conclude with the words expressed in the document, Our Common Mission from the 13th world CLC General Assembly in Itaici, “Rooted in Christ and in his love for us, we want to make the option for the poor, not as an idea, but by making serious analysis and adopting a responsible and effective attitude towards poverty and its causes. We are called in our communal life to encourage one another to look at the world and to work in it from the perspective of the poor, and to grow in our capacity to meet them, to know where they are in our societies and which are the best forms to take part in their struggles. We are also called to examine our own lives from this perspective.” 



