The World Social Forum Movement: 
‘A sign of hope for the world’ and a challenge for CLC
This is what the three CLCers expressed   after participating for the first time at a World Social Forum event   2004 in Mumbai.
  Since then CLC has had delegates at the World Social Forum (WSF) in Porto Alegre/Brazil 2005, in Nairobi/Kenya 2007, and 2009 at the 9th WSF in Belém/Brazil.    
What is the WSF?
The WSF is an open meeting place for reflective thinking, democratic debate of ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of experiences and inter-linking for effective action, by groups and movements of civil society which are against domination of the world by imperialistic capitalism,     and are committed to building another world, a just society, centred on the human person, with the motto “Another World is possible.”  It respects plurality and diversity, is non-confessional, non-governmental and non-party. It facilitates networking among organizations engaged in concrete action towards building another world, from local to national, regional and international level.  

The first WSF, held in January 2001, in the city of Porto Alegre, Brazil, was organised by a group of eight Brazilian associations and NGOs, including the Brazilian Association of Non Governmental Organisations, and ATTAC;
 it also was supported from several sources including state and civic authorities.  Significantly, it was timed to coincide with the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, an annual gathering of chief executives of the world’s largest and most influential transnational corporations, as well as academics and political leaders who meet to discuss global economic issues. What had begun  eight years ago as a so-called “Anti-Davos” protest gathering of social movements and socio-political activists has developed into a  “world process”, a global meeting of civil society, with the common goal to create a world of justice, peace, tolerance, equality and a responsible relationship with nature and natural resources. 
Media worldwide is not yet paying the WSF movement the due attention; some even trivialize its real significance which is not surprising, since the message of the WSF is against the cultural and economic mainstream of our time.  The WSF movement, though not visible enough yet, is growing in its own speed and dynamic. The Spirit of God works where people of good will are gathering to listen to each other in mutual respect and openness.   
World Social Forum, 2009 in Belém/Brazil
Belém, the north-eastern gateway to the Amazon region, with a population of 1.4 millions, lies on the banks of the estuary of the 6762 km long Amazon River. The city of Belém was chosen with the aim of highlighting the importance of the Amazon region for the entire world, and to get better media attention. More than 1/3 of the world’s species can be found in the Amazon Rainforest, it represents the largest biodiversity of our planet.  The Amazon holds 26% of the world’s drinking water.  The continuous deforestation of the Amazon jungle, which is called the "world’s lung", is not only an ongoing genocide of the indigenous population there,
 who have lived in harmony with nature since forty thousand years; it is a tragedy of global concern. 
In preparation for this year’s WSF several pre-forum meetings were organized, such as the World Forum for Judges, The World Forum for Free Media, The World Forum for Health care, and others.  We CLCers   participated at the Third World Forum on Theology and Liberation with the theme: “Water, Earth, Theology: for another possible World “
, from 22nd to 25th of January 2009.   Edel Churu, member of the CLC World Executive Council, has reported about this event which was followed by: 
The pre-forum Fé´namazônia:  Religious faith(s) and the defense of life
 from 25th to 27th of January with an “Ignatian Day” on the 30th of January, planned as a meeting of the Ignatian Apostolic Network.  This pre-forum was organized by the Jesuits of the Amazon region and their collaborators, with the support of the Social Secretariat of the Society of Jesus.   The focus was on the specific contribution of religious faith to the social and political commitment of a person or a group. The 230 participants, from 28 different countries (Jesuits, collaborators in Jesuit works, other religious, laymen and women) reflected on the input of three well-known speakers:  Senator   Marina da Silva, former minister of environment in the Brazilian Government.  She was born and brought up  in  the Amazon region and  left the    government  of Lula da Silva   out of protest against the ongoing exploitation and destruction of the Amazon region ;    Frei  Betto (Carlos Alberto Libanio Christo OP) , Dominican friar , well-known writer and social activist, adviser to the President of Brazil on the Zero Hunger program and a national idol of Brazil; and   Fr José Comblin, a Belgian priest and theologian,  who lives and works in Latin America since 1958. 
Besides the inspiring input of the keynote speakers the following six organizations, represented by indigenous people and those working with them, were sharing their experiences at the   grassroots and giving moving testimonies of their faith and commitment in the plenary:  They were:  
- The  SAPI team 
  (South  Asian People’s Initiative) a delegation of 29 ;                                                               - the  Inter-institutional  Equipe Itinerante  Amazonia ( the Itinerant Team of laypeople, 
priests 
and religious from the Amazon region);                                                                                                                      - the sisters  of Notre Dame de Namur from Anapu in the Amazon region , where Sr.   
Dorothy Stang,  a long-time advocate for the disempowered in the Brazilian 
Amazon , was assassinated in 2005 ;                                                                                                                                        - pastoral workers from  Caqueta/Columbia;  the Conselho Indigena de Roraima 
(Indigenous Council of Roraima, Brazil);                                                                                                              - the Jesuit Conference of Africa and Madagascar. 

What we had heard we then deepened by sharing in language groups. In the afternoon of two days the plenary group was divided into six thematic groups: 

· Faith , Peace and Reconciliation;

· Faith, Social Issues and Political  Engagement, 

· Faith and Human Rights;

· Faith and the Future of Amazonian Cultures;

· Faith and Environmental issues: Challenge and Responses;

· Faith, Religions, Churches, New Religious Movements.

Please go for detailed information to the website of the pre-forum to get an impression of this remarkable encounter. What made this pre-forum so special and challenging was the participation of indigenous people and the fact that it was interreligious.  Much can be learnt from the culture and religion of indigenous people. We all need to learn quickly, the survival of life on our planet depends also on our conversion. 
Justice↔ Peace ↔Ecology (Integrity of Creation), the struggle for peace, social justice and caring for God’s creation is intrinsically connected. 
  How can I believe in God and not care for God’s creation? 
The work of the pre-forum was summarized and offered on the 29th at the WSF with the participation of the six groups of the pre-forum and Frei Betto and Fr. Comblin.  Two other events were sponsored by the Jesuits on the same day:  “Education and Social Transformation”: a proposal by “Fé y Alegria”
 ; and the SAPI workshop: Indigenous People, Challenge Development, and Terrorism in India. 
We concluded the pre-forum with a prayer of thanksgiving and joy, celebrating life and the wonderful spirit of unity that prevailed throughout the three-day encounter. For us CLCers present here it was energizing, encouraging and challenging to meet  and talk to participants from other cultures, beliefs, religions and even of  non-believers. It is important that we  work together with all people of good will to safeguard our endangered planet, and to do all we can to fight for human rights and social justice. Especially the sharing with indigenous people from the Amazon and India was enriching. What impressed me most is that in all their suffering they radiate joy and hope. 

In the afternoon of the 27th January the participants of the pre-forum went with three buses to the inauguration march of the WSF and were baptized with a tropical rain, a daily occurrence in this region. The colourful march, the dancing and singing, the huge number of young people, (fifteen thousand were registered at the youth camp) what a sign of hope! 

Belém ´s inhabitants had to face about 130.000 visitors from 142 different countries
 and a chaotic traffic. I was happily surprised how they took it; I only met kind and helpful people.  On the first day it took me two hours to arrive at the campus of the University of Para, where the WSF began on the 28th of January with the ´Pan-Amazon Day.
 Indigenous groups from the nine “Amazon countries” shared their rich culture, their concern for the future of the Amazon and exchange their experiences with the indigenous groups of other continents. 
 The SAPI group from India was very happy about this encounter. 
The WSF offered 1.800 initiatives around 21 thematic assemblies, focusing on specific subjects and self-managed activities proposed by the participants. Objective 10, e.g., was:  ¨For the defence of the environment (Amazon and other ecosystems) as source of life for the whole planet. ¨ It is important to understand how in a global world every action or non-action has consequences for the whole planet. An excessive consummation of beef, e.g., is co-responsible for the deforesting of the Amazon Rainforest.  Monoculture of Soya beans and the huge cattle Farms are the biggest enemies of the Amazon region.  We must not underestimate the responsibly and the power we have  as consumers. 
The focus of this WSF meeting was certainly on the three most prominent global problems, their intrinsic connections and their devastating consequences especially for the poor and powerless:  The Food crisis; the Climate change and Ecological crisis; the global Economic and Financial crisis. 
The global economic and financial crisis was, of course, discussed at length. Some groups  were already joyfully celebrating the end of the “neoliberal imperialistic capitalism”. However,  Candido Gzrybowsky, director of IBASE, (Brazilian Institute of Social and Economic Analyses) and one of the main organisers of the WSF said that on the one hand the crisis has proven -as it has been tacitly admitted by Western governments- that the many warnings issued by social movements over the years were right. Yet, he warned  the participants at the WSF , while this crisis represents a historical opportunity to democratize states, economies and the international scene, if not seized it may lead to a capitalist recovery "even worse" than the fundamentalist paradigm now in pieces. He was not the only one expressing this concern.
Since a “crisis” always is a turning point, and therefore offers a chance for a drastic change, we must all prepare ourselves mentally  for this change, and do all we can to make it happen. There was general agreement that a new way of thinking, a complete change of mentality, a “new world order”, based on the human person and not on capital, is needed. Indeed, we need a revolution, but in the correct and original sense of the word; a revolution like the one prompted by Jesus two thousand years ago,  a revolution where the striking power is love.
Some time ago I heard a talk by the French economist and philosopher, Serge Latouche. He and his theory deeply impressed me. He propagates that for the survival of our planet we need “décroissance” (Degrowth).  For me his theory is not only prophetic, it is also plausible and very necessary.   The ideology of “economic growth” has been hammered into our brains, we have all been “brainwashed” for so long that we are inclined to believe that our survival depends on it, no matter what it costs and what it does to our planet and future generations. We must help to make the prophetic voices of wise and courageous people like Serge Latouche heard.  
The venue for the WSF was Federal University of Para and the Rural University of Amazonia, an extensive area, and with a distance of about 3 km from one to the other. The  huge variety and number  of activities , the tropical heat and humidity and  the long distances from  one activity to the other  made it hard to participate in  all the events  we had  planned . The daily tropical rain was a relief even when one had to wade through mud and water afterwards. The joy of being there, especial by the huge number of young people, did not suffer by these exterior circumstances.  The time between the seminaries and workshops was well spent in some of the 23 thematic tents. In these tents one not only found some rest and shelter from the rain or sun but it was the place where to meet and talk to people.  
The Latin America Caritas organized a workshop on: “Solidarity Economy and Sustainable Development: visions and practices of civil society and governments in Latin America.” The  Solidarity Economy movement is an ethical, reciprocal and cooperative way of consuming, producing, financing, exchanging, communicating, educating, developing which fosters a new way of thinking and living. With its origin in Latin America it is thanks to the networking at the WSF growing worldwide. The eighty thousand cloth bags, which were distributed among the participants of the WSF, were produced by local solidarity economy enterprises, also involving 258 former inmates of prison.  
On the final day of the WSF each of the 21 thematic assemblies read out a declaration, outlining their positions and proposing days of action. Soon these declarations will be published at the website of the WSF.  
 
The future of the World Social Forum movement
There was a general agreement that the WSF must move forward, but on the “how” one could hear different opinions.  Even more than at former forums, voices could be heard that the WSF movement should come up with clear answers to the global problems we are facing now, and move towards political actions.  The majority is still, so it seems,  of the opinion that it should remain an open space, a “marketplace” for sharing experiences, opinions and for networking.  
The presence of the presidents of Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Paraguay and Venezuela in Belem during the WSF was considered by some as an upgrading of the WSF’s importance, and a good way of getting the attention of political leaders; by others it was seen as a danger that political powers could use the WSF for their own interests. What I consider to be important is that these five leaders shared at their meeting in a hotel in Belem the conviction that the crisis we are facing now must lead to a different global set-up.  In this point one can only full-heartedly agree with them.  
The wish and hope of many is that in 2011 the WSF would meet in sub-Saharan Africa.  Africa was not present and visible enough in Belém.  In my opinion the credibility and future of the World Social Forum movement, and also the solution of many problems, is depending to a great extent on the active participation of African NGOs and African civil society. It is not good enough that Europe and North America   speak for them. Africa has to find its own voice. 


CLC and the WSF
The orientations of the World Assembly in Nairobi and the “grace of Fatima” are gently pushing us towards a more active participation as an apostolic body on the national, regional and international level in the struggle for Peace, Justice and integrity of creation.
More than ever before our World needs signs and voices of hope. Our spirituality urges us to voice our hope in words and deeds. With our presence in more than sixty countries and a well established communication among us we can have quite an impact by “thinking globally and acting locally”. An active participation of our community  at the World Social Forum Movement  could be  an important step forwards and in accordance  with the recommendations of  our last World Assembly in Fatima and the challenging address  that  Fr Nicolas, SJ,  has given us there.

In our formation programs the education for socio-political involvement and advocacy  on local, national, regional and international level could be an integral part. Particularly for our younger members the experience at a World Social Forum could be a good  instrumental for this and help them to better move in the “global village” with a sense of responsibility and enthusiasm.

CLC involvement at the WSF is a “second leg” next to our presence at the UN. Both engagements need each other, and they need to be developed and linked with the work of our members and communities at the local, national, regional level.  

We must link our endeavours with the Society of Jesus, work with them as equal partners, and together with them we should also collaborate with other institutions and organizations. Also in this respect our participation at the WSF is important. 
Above all we must always remember that it is Christ calling us, following Him and participating in His mission is the fundamental motive for our commitment. We know where to  this might lead us,  but we have  the Lord’s  encouraging and consoling words: “ Don’t be afraid – I am with you “! 
Roswitha Cooper

� Reports from the WSF Mumbai, Porto Alegre and Nairobi are available at the CLC World secretariat





� � HYPERLINK "http://www.attac.org" ��www.attac.org�  is the main homepage; there the national homepage addresses can be found


� The Brazilian Amazon alone is home to 20 million people including 400 different indigenous groups and the future of the Amazon depends on the future of those that call the forest home (Greenpeace).





�For more information see:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.wftl.org" ��www.wftl.org�





� Summaries of the  talks given,  videos, interviews, PowerPoint presentations and detailed information:  � HYPERLINK "http://preforumfenamazonia.wordpress.com" ��http://preforumfenamazonia.wordpress.com�  





� More about SAPI :  � HYPERLINK "http://www.jesaonline.org/" ��http://www.jesaonline.org/�





� Please read the article: Ignatian Movements at the World Social Forum : � HYPERLINK "http://www.ocipe.info" ��www.ocipe.info�





� See:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.feyalegria.org/" ��www.feyalegria.org/�





� Participant organizations were 5,808: 4,193 from South America, 334 from Central America, 155 from North America, 489 from Africa, 491 from Europe, 119 from Asia, 27 from Australia and New Zealand. 





�  Information , videos, interviews and photos about the World Social Forum movement  can be found  under the following addresses:


 � HYPERLINK "http://www.wsftv.net" ��www.wsftv.net�  


 � HYPERLINK "http://belem.bearstech.com/" ��http://belem.bearstech.com/�


 � HYPERLINK "http://www.ciranda.net" �www.ciranda.net�


� HYPERLINK "http://ipsterraviva.net/tv/wsfbrazil2009/" �http://ipsterraviva.net/tv/wsfbrazil2009/�





� The Forum was attended by 1,900 indigenous people of 190 ethnic groups and tribes, plus 1,400 "quilombolas" (descendants of runaway slaves).





�  The climate justice assembly declaration, e.g.,  can be found  under:   � HYPERLINK "http://www.choike.org/nuevo_eng/informes/7326.html" ��www.choike.org/nuevo_eng/informes/7326.html� 
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