REPORT ON THE ASF MISSION TO ITALY

From July 6 to 12, 2006, a delegation of the African Social Forum (ASF) visited Italy, at the invitation of Italian social movements. The delegation was composed of members of the Facilitating Group and of the Kenyan Organizing Committee. The ASF delegation was part of a larger group, including members of the WSF Content & Methodology Commission, of the Brazilian & Indian Secretariats. The delegation participated in several meetings in Rome, Cecina and Terni. 

I) Meeting of the African Delegation

On July 6th & 7th, members of the African delegation met among themselves to share information on the latest developments of the Nairobi preparatory process and to prepare their contribution to the other issues on the agenda of their visit:

1) Meeting of the IC Content & Methodology Commission  
2) Meeting with Italian social movements
3) Meeting with Italian government & local authorities

4) Meeting with Italian political parties


Raffaella Bolini, of ARCI, who coordinated the visit of African and other IC delegates, participated in the first phase of the meeting. She made a brief introduction on the objectives of the visit and gave an overview of the agenda in Rome and the other cities, Cecina and Terni. She observed that the main goal of the visit is to strengthen the support of Italian social movements, government and political parties for the WSF in Nairobi and especially to express their strong solidarity with Africa and its people.    

On behalf of the African delegation, Taoufik Ben Abdallah, of the ASF Secretariat, thanked Ms. Bolini and the Italian social movements for the invitation and their expression of solidarity with the struggles of the African social movements and people. Then, the African delegation moved to its own agenda. 

The first item discussed was an update on the Nairobi process. Two presentations were made: one by Prof. Oyugi, of the Kenyan Organizing Committee and one by the ASF Secretariat. Both presentations informed on the steps taken since the ASF Council meeting in Nairobi, last March, notably on several visits to European countries. The objectives of those visits were to inform on the Nairobi preparatory process and request political and financial support. Members were briefed on fundraising activities and a funding proposal, put together by the Secretariat and the Kenyan Organizing Committee, was discussed. 

Participants were also briefed on what is taking place on the ground in Nairobi. Finally, both presentations emphasized the need to mobilize African social movements at all levels in order to make the WSF a success. 

 
The other items on the agenda included progress reports on the activities of the Youth; Finance; Communications and Mobilization Commissions. On mobilization, it was revealed that several thematic forums may take place on issues of debt, trade, migrations, education, AIDS and that farmers’ organizations, trade unions, women’s associations, youth organizations may also hold meetings aimed at mobilizing their membership.

To promote and disseminate the activities of African social movements and inform on the Nairobi Forum, the Communications Commission proposed several ideas, among them, the extensive use of community radios in order to reach out to grassroots organizations. Other means of communication proposed include African and international news agencies and television networks as well as alternative media.

It was also proposed to improve internal communications among ASF Council members as well as among ASF networks and organizations.    

Regarding contributions to the meeting of the IC Commission on Content & Methodology, the African delegation reiterated its support for the proposals contained in the concept paper adopted in March 2006 by the ASF Council in Nairobi. Therefore, they will uphold that position during the IC meeting, in particular the methodology proposed by the African group.
It should be noted that on the second day, Peter, from the ICFTU, based in Kenya, participated in the meeting as an observer. 
II) Meeting of the WSF Content & Methodology Commission 

The meeting opened by a welcoming address by Raffaella Bolini, who spoke on behalf of representatives of Italian social movements and local authorities who were present at the meeting. Then, after self-introductions by participants, the Chair of the meeting outlined the agenda:

1) Report on the Content & Methodology proposed for the WSF 2007

2) Report on the Consultation process

3) Discussions on the Nairobi Seminar

4) Next meeting of the International Council 
1) Report on the Content & Methodology proposed for the WSF 2007


Before going into the first item, Prof. Oyugi briefed participants on the work done by the local Organizing Committee in Kenya. He emphasized the support of the Kenyan government, both in political and financial terms. He informed on the different venues selected for the WSF and on the fundraising activities undertaken in several European countries. his presentation was completed by Taoufik Ben Abdallah, of the ASF secretariat, who informed about the funding proposal being circulated among potential funders. He, then went on to describe the proposals contained in the Content and Methodology paper adopted in Nairobi by the IC in March 2006. He indicated that discussions are under way to enrich and improve the paper and focused on some aspects of the methodology, namely the Tables of Controversies and the Bridges. 

After these two presentations, long and lively discussions followed. The discussions focused on the format of the Forum and the role of the Tables of Controversies and Bridges. On the format, it was agreed that the bulk of the activities should be self-organized. However, participants reiterated their support for activities sponsored by the organizers (ASF Council; WSF 2007 Organizing Committee and International Council). All activities should take place during the first three days after the opening day. The fourth day should be dedicated to articulation between the debates of the three previous days. The objective of that day is to encourage the formulation of alternatives and proposals of common actions for 2007 and beyond.   
However, there were some divergences on how to organize both self-organized and sponsored activities so as to maximize their impact. Some felt that sponsored activities may overshadow self-organized activities, especially if the former involve some big names as guests. The reflection will continue and the matter will be settled at the next meeting of the IC.


Likewise, the Bridges and Tables of Controversies raised a lot of questions, on their usefulness and on their relation to self-organized activities. Several participants argued that inviting representatives of governments or international institutions would be a waste of time and a distraction. In addition, these activities may draw too much attention, especially on the part of the media, to the detriment of self-organized events that focus on much more important issues. 

Others felt that these Tables and Bridges could be very useful, if used wisely. They could offer opportunities to discuss important issues with policymakers and political leaders and help bridge the misunderstanding that could arise from a lack of a direct communication. African participants indicated that the Bridges and Tables of Controversies they proposed aim to target more African leaders and policymakers than representatives from international institutions, like the World Bank or the IMF. They also insisted on the fact that those activities should be limited in scope and carefully organized so as to avoid a negative impact on other activities at the WSF. Those explanations helped alleviate some participants’ concerns and the proposals were endorsed by the Commission.        

In conclusion of this item, it was agreed that the definitive format and the agenda of the WSF 2007 will depend on the results of the Consultation process under way. 

2) Report on the Consultation process


Since the last week of June, a vast Consultative process has been launched to get the views of social movements worldwide on the struggles and actions they are engaged in. The results of the Consultations will give indications on the main struggles and actions in which social movements are involved and help determine the agenda of the WSF. The Consultation was supposed to be closed at the end of July. But given the low level of responses from social movements, especially in Africa, the Commission agreed to give more time to the process, which was extended to the end of August. 

However to reach out to more people and social movements, some suggested rewriting the questionnaire to make it easier to understand. In addition, many other communication channels should be explored and not limit the Consultation to the use of Internet. Given the importance of the Consultation, the Commission called on African social movements to use all necessary means to involve as many organizations as possible, especially at the grassroots level.    

A Working Group was formed with the task of analyzing the outcomes. It should begin its work in mid-August and report its findings to the next meeting of the Commission to be held in early September in Nairobi.   

3) Discussions on the Nairobi Seminar


A Seminar on the WSF preparatory process was scheduled in Nairobi in late July and early August. However, given the slow start of the Consultation process, it was proposed postponing that Seminar until the first week of September. Therefore, it has been rescheduled as follows:
1) September 3: Working Group on Consultations

2) September 4-5: Content & Methodology Commission

3) September: 6-8: The Content & Methodology Commission on Logistics


However, the meeting of the Technical Groups that was to be held at the same time as the Seminar should go ahead as planned. 

4) Next IC meeting.

On the next steps in the work of the IC meetings, it was agreed to hold another meeting in October, either in Africa (Kenya), or elsewhere (India or Europe). After several rounds of discussions on that subject, the African delegation accepted the proposal made by Italian social movements and strongly supported by the Brazilian Secretariat, to hold the IC meeting in Italy in mid-October. The reasons are both financial and logistical. For financial reasons, most IC members will be invited by Italian movements and this will enable many IC members to come. There are less logistical problems meeting in Italy as it is easy to fly from anywhere to that country. 
III) Meeting with Italian social movements & local authorities 


The African delegation met with representatives of Italian social movements and local authorities. During the discussions, these movements: 

- Expressed their solidarity with their African counterparts
- Pledged to work for the success of the Nairobi WSF
- Pledged to provide political support and financial contribution.

IV) Meeting with representatives of the Italian Government


The African delegation learned that its meeting with representatives of the Italian government was the first ever to take place between the Italian government and foreign social movements. This news was an indication of the excellent lobbying made by Italian social movements as well as the Italian government’s commitment to supporting the struggles of African social movements. The delegation met with the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs, who expressed the support of her government for the WSF and for the African social movements and people. She said that this support was an expression of a new policy toward Africa, aimed at building new relationships with that continent, based on mutual respect and solidarity. She pledged to participate personally in the Nairobi Forum and indicated that her government will provide a significant financial support for the WSF.   

On behalf of the ASF delegation, Prof. Oyugi and Taoufik thanked her and other members of her Cabinet. Other members of the African delegation spoke on several issues related to struggles waged by African social movements.   
V) Meeting with Parliamentarian Caucuses of the Left 

In the Italian Parliament, the African delegation met with representatives of all the Caucuses of the Italian Left represented at the Parliament. They pledged to support the WSF and contribute to the organization of the International Parliamentarian Forum to be held during the WSF. Promises of financial support were also made.

VI) Press Briefing

After all the above meetings, the African delegation and its Italian hosts held a press briefing to assess the outcomes of the visit. Representatives of the African delegation expressed their deep appreciation for the invitation, the warm hospitality and the remarkable work done by Italian social movements. They also expressed their deep satisfaction at the outcomes of their various meetings. They find comfort in the strong and broad political support for the WSF and struggles of African social movements.
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