A Political Report about the Presence of the International Brigade of Observers in Solidarity with the People of Oaxaca, December 15-18, 2006. 

By the Collegial Coordination of the Mexican Section of the Trinational Coalition for the Defense of Public Education [Translated by Dan Leahy]
Background

As you all know, with regard to the mobilization of the Mexican teachers movement that takes place each year, and in particular with regard to Section 22 of the SNTE in Oaxaca which is a democratic section and part of La CNTE, due to the repression by the government of Ulises Ruiz against the teachers and other popular sectors, the teachers own demands expanded into a broader political perspective so that this political struggle and social movement developed into an entity at a new level of significance when added to other processes of great importance such as the political convergence with voting, electoral fraud and the National Democratic Convention.

This struggle initiated by Section 22 of Oaxaca reached levels of autonomous popular organization and political confrontation that transcended the state of Oaxaca and was projected onto the national and international level. The birth and development of APPO (The Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca) permitted the incorporation of multiple sectors of the population that were added to the teachers’ own movement, such as indigenous and community organizations and social and citizen movements and non-governmental organizations, and out of this derived political proposals for the removal of the governor and the revocation of his mandate by the people and, as a consequence, the presence of a dual power, which is to say, of an alternative power with democratic popular participation.

This movement agitated national and international solidarity and, in this, the Mexican section of the Trinational Coalition for the Defense of Public Education took advantage of the networks created for more than a decade, such as the Trinational and the Red SEPA and other instances of inter-American coordination, and developed a strategy to concentrate political actions in support of the popular movement of Oaxaca and in particular the teachers’ movement of Section 22. In Canada, the United States and in certain Latin American countries we accomplished activities like meetings in embassies and consulates, publicity campaigns, local and national media campaigns, letters of solidarity and demands to the federal and state governments of Mexico, etc.

Origin and Objectives

As a natural consequence of this work in the Trinational and Red SEPA, an initiative within the Federation of Central American Teachers (FOMCA) developed to expand the solidarity with the people of Oaxaca as a result of a presentation by Martha Longoria Hernández, a Mexican delegate of the Trinational Coalition. This initiative began to take the shape of a concrete proposal to organize an observation and solidarity mission with this movement. This soon reached the perspective of extending it to Canadian education unions en Vancouver and Quebec, with which the Mexican section of the Trinational took the initial initiative. 

With the support of Steve Stewart, Technical Secretary of the Red SEPA, the observation program of the international brigade was consolidated with a format of diverse activities that became the International Solidarity Forum with the People of Oaxaca.

With the initiative arising from FOMCA’s congress and from the perspective of the Mexican Section of the Trinational Coalition, the objective of the International Brigade was to achieve demonstrations of solidarity at a moment in which the political problem of Oaxaca had gotten worse due to increased repression and a violation of the politics and human rights of the Oaxacan people and in particular of the democratic teachers of Section 22. Added to this objective was a consideration of the political importance a visit of this nature could have when combined with a media campaign, an interview with the federal government with security measures for the brigade, Section 22 and for APPO in a context of political persecution.

In this manner, the program was designed in coordination with Central American and Canadian organizations and in spite of the haste, logistical difficulties and the political situation contemplated the following activities: a reception and hospitality for the international delegates, an interview with the Secretary of State, a press conference in the House of Representatives or other place, a tour and presentation by the International Brigade at the National Assembly of the Peoples of Mexico (ANPM), travel from Mexico city to Oaxaca, a press conference and a forum in that state, a meeting with representatives of Section 22 and APPO and a tour to the Autonomous Municipality of Zaachila and to the schools located there.

Participation and Activities

Due to diverse circumstances (programmed activities, visa problems), the participation of international delegates did not include some committed sectors such as those from Honduras, but a good level of representation was achieved with the following delegates; Jinny Sims President of the British Columbia Teachers Federation (BCTF) and Vice President of the Canadian Teachers Federation, Christiane Malet, National Federation of Quebec Teachers (FNEEQ), Sebastienne Bouchard from Quebec’s CSQ, Floribeth López, General Secretary and Edwin Porras, Executive Committee member of the Costa Rican Educators Union (SEC) and of FOMCA, as well as Iris Harmon, Mirka Gilbert and Kirsten Daub of Canada.

The brigade received the support of the Trinational’s Mexican Section and Section 22 of Oaxaca for the completion of programmed tasks. Previously it solicited in writing for an audience with the Secretary of State and to the National Human Rights Commission for its supports in accompanying the activities for the purpose of safeguarding the visitors. In an equal manner, the Mexican League for Human Rights (LIMEDDH) was contacted to solicit their collaboration, receiving their support to be available at all times during the course of the visit.

The arrival of foreign delegates between the 14th and 15th of December, the hospitality of the Costa Rican compañeros and some previous activities took place at different moments. 

On Friday the 15th at 3:00 pm, the combined International Brigade and the Mexican section accompanied by Dr. Adrian Ramírez, President of LIMEDDH went to the Secretary of State’s office where they had an interview with the Director General for Human Rights of this department and before whom each in turn expressed their doubts, worries and concerns about the human and political rights of the people and teachers of Oaxaca and about the violations of the same by the state government, achieving some minimal agreements such as the transmission of these considerations and demands to higher levels of its own Secretariat and to the Presidency, and also of a security guarantee for the Brigade in the Mexican territory and in particular in the state of Oaxaca. At the same time, they introduced some documents that were based on the agreements of the FOMCA Congress and that were signed by the rest of the Brigade and additionally by others from Vancouver and Quebec.

During this tour, international delegates had interviews and submitted general information to some media outlets such as the newspaper La Jornada that were published the following day. In the evening of that same Friday the 15,th after we had situated all of the visitors, a complementary dinner was offered to the Brigade where they exchanged information with members of the Mexican Section.

On Saturday the 16th, a press conference in the House of Representatives did not happen and the Brigade went directly to the SME auditorium to present a greeting to the ANPM. Before this, the International Brigade took the opportunity to dialogue with some Mexican political leaders such as Deputy Antonio Almazán, the President of the National Council of the PRD Camilo Valenzuela and the Secretary of the Exterior of the SME Fernando Amezcua, in addition to viewing and admiring the historic mural at that location. At the beginning of the work with ANPM, the delegates of the International Brigade presented their greetings and were warmly received on the part of the participants in this event. After dinner, we undertook to transport the Brigade to the city of Oaxaca in a vehicle provided by STAUCH and in one provided by Pedro Hernández of Section 9 of La CNTE, arriving in that city Saturday night.

Sunday morning the 17th, a press conference was carried out for the local media with the presence of numerous and important print media, radio and television, in which messages from the Vancouver, Quebec and Costa Rican delegates were expressed and also an explanation of the visit by members of the Collegial Coordination of the Mexican Section of the Trinational and of Section 22 of Oaxaca. Afterwards, in the same place, the Institute of Social Research of the Benito Juárez Autonomous University, the International Forum of Solidarity with the People of Oaxaca took place with the participation of international delegates and representatives from Section 22, CEDES-22 (Center of Studies and Educational Development), APPO’s State Council, the Mexican Section and Yésica Sánchez, state president of LIMEDDH, and some other participants.

After a complementary meal by Section 22, a dialogue took place with the autonomous municipal government of Zaachila, receiving a broader explanation of the experience of popular government and of the resistance to the government of Ulises Ruiz. In the evening, the majority of the International Brigade returned to Mexico city in order to return Monday the 18 and Tuesday the 19th to their countries. Some of the compañeros from Quebec and the Mexican Section visited schools of the Zaachila municipality on Monday the 18th, where they had an exchange with students, teachers, parents who expressed the fear and worry that they live in due to the threats and aggression that their community has been subjected to by the government.

It is appropriate to mention that in addition to the established program, the International Brigade took the opportunity to dialogue with the compañeros from SME’s Union School and that they received documents and materials from this organization such as books, pamphlets and CDs of the Civil Association “Culture, Work and Democracy.” Some members of the Trinational’s Mexican Section form part of this organization. These materials were also shared with compañeros from Section 22, from APPO, from the Autonomous municipality of Zaachila and with the coordinators of the project for an independent community radio.

Conclusions and Results

For the collegial Coordination of the Trinational’s Mexican Section and for other compañeros in the Section and for other various foreign delegates, there was an agreement in their own words that there is no doubt of the success achieved with the visit of the International Brigade. The completion of the central objectives was followed through in full and we believe that the impact and political resonance in a precise context made the visit of the International Brigade a contributing factor in the achievement of some favorable government answers to the movement. 

The presence of the brigade in the context of previous showings of international solidarity and the presence of other foreign observation commissions at the same time and place contributed, among other things, to the liberation of additional detained APPO compañeros from federal prisons and to some political gestures evident on the part of the Calderón government, that probably was translated into pressuring the state government of Ulises Ruiz to moderate the repression that had been taking place. To this should be added the greater projection achieved in the local, national and international media of the struggle of the people of Oaxaca and of the solidarity of international organizations such as those linked to the Trinational Coalition for the Defense of Public Education.

But, from our point of view, the most valuable element resulting from this experience resides in the level achieved in solidarity and in the political coordination between the educational unions of the countries involved and its counterpart of the Mexican section, the teachers of Oaxaca and the social movement there. This visit not only highlighted APPO, Section 22 and some representatives of the Autonomous Municipality of Zaachila, a grand backing in difficult moments, which without a doubt led to a reorganization and recuperation of confidence of a popular movement of a great scope, but also achieved a high level of political significance in the coordination work of education workers beyond national frontiers and with an international and class perspective. 

We are convinced and we will do what is necessary to continue along these lines. We believe that this experience will generate better conditions to advance the inter-American coordination of the trinational coalition, the Red SEPA and others. Now the political balance is more favorable and the gestures of economic solidarity that we have touched on in the past today have materialized in the support from Vancouver and Quebec and especially the honorable economic help from the compañeros de Costa Rica to Section 22 of Oaxaca.

Reserving the incorporation of all types of observations and critiques that will be raised at the next meeting of the Mexican section January 13th, as well as the evaluations that will be made by the international delegates with their own organizations, we believe that this experience will infuse new vigor into the Mexican section, the Trinational and the Red SEPA, vigor that we hope will also materialize in the meeting in Vancouver, as well as other places.
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