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Response to Evaluation Questionnaire

Dear Alice,

First, thanks very much to you, the staff and leadership of Project South for taking the risk and having the patience and skill to pull off the first US Social Forum. It was a pleasure to watch real pros at work. Thank you.

In my evaluation, I’d like to argue that Project South and Atlanta should host the second US Social Forum and that we should do it before 2010 for the following reasons:

1.  Logistical Experience. Project South, its young leadership team and Atlanta Organizing Committee, now has the logistical experience (contracts, space, workshops, marches, etc) that needs to be refined and solidified by organizing another US Social Forum.  This experience is still fresh and needs to be institutionalized a bit more, recorded, evaluated before it can be effectively transmitted to another host organization. Remember Porto Alegre held several WSFs before exporting it to other world sites.

2.  Site and History of Struggle. Beyond solidifying all its logistical knowledge, this same team needs to solidify how to integrate the resources of a host site and its 10,000 plus visitors.  There is so much more in Atlanta that needs to be integrated into a forum – history, museums, neighborhoods, leadership, current struggles.  One of the structural points of the Forum must be the use of the site, just like the “participatory budgeting” of the Porto Alegre was highlighted at the WSFs.  I think we barely scratched the surface of possibility here.  We need a return to Atlanta before we move on to another site.  

3.  The Contribution of 10,000.  There is also a great deal more that the 10,000 participants could bring to Atlanta and its struggles. I think that Project South and the Atlanta Organizing committee can now consider this question. Yes, everyone came for a workshop, a plenary, march or party, but what could they each have brought and contributed to Atlanta?  10,000 books for a school? 10,000 cans of food for a homeless shelter?  $10,000 dollars for a memorial?   A Social Forum could in this way “nationalize” a local issue, organization or event.

4.  As the South Goes, so Goes the Nation.  This is the Project South slogan and an argument that was barely visible, except perhaps in the organizing of the SE and SW regions. This slogan was not explicitly brought up for a forum-wide discussion.  I would like to hear it explored and applied on a national scale. Now that Project South has the experience of the first US Social Forum under its belt, I’d like Project South to develop the political and strategic dimensions of this slogan so that we can agree with it, transform it or reject it as a national strategy.

5.  People of Color Working Class Led.  The US Social Forum promoted itself as the site where a “people of color working class led” social movement would meet. The “people of color” portion of this leadership was present at the US Social Forum and in the Forum’s organizing ethic and practice. I know it is harder to see “class” and perhaps the working class was there, but I did not hear a discussion of the working class, at least in the plenary sessions.  I hope that at the next Atlanta US Social Forum this agency concept will be fully articulated.

6. Plenary Sessions.  The strategic idea of the importance of local leadership and on-the- ground movement centers connected to a community/union base was evident in the NPC’s selection of speakers for these six sessions. I have no particular objection to this because I don’t think there is a “national, strategically focused” social movement in the United States.  

However, there needs to be a national, strategically focused social movement and the US Social Forum should facilitate its creation.   Therefore, I think these local leaders as part of their plenary presentation must address the question of how to construct a national movement.  They also should address what they think the national political moment is that we are all living in so that we can see our commonality and not just celebrate our differences. 

Secondly, we need to hear from the plenary participants as well as from the invited panelists. I think the pedagogical knowledge of Project South needs to be employed here so that those folks sitting in the Civic Center become a voice and not just an audience. 

7.  Workshops.  While the multitude of workshops is a hallmark of social forums, as well as a way to ensure attendance, I think it can also be a way to inhibit a common understanding of the strategic implications of the political moment we are all experiencing.  I would cut down the number of panels-masquerading-as-workshops and have all workshop leaders trained by the Project South staff in the pedagogy of involved learning prior to the Forum itself.  

8.  Peoples Movement Assembly and Regional Assemblies.  Both of these events took place within the US Social Forum. However, the purpose of each and the interconnection between the two need work. The Project South team got these two events organized and next time they can hook them up. 

When we role-played the National Planning Committee in our spring class, it was in our “regional assemblies” where the real integration of local struggles took place.  I think more time must be given to the regional assemblies at the next US Social Forum and a clearer mission articulated in terms of how to participate in the Peoples Movement Assembly.  It is in this Peoples Movement Assembly where we can see the nationalization of our common movement.

9.  The National Planning Committee.  Another reason to have the next US Social Forum in Atlanta is to allow the NPC time to mature before we move onto another host site with a whole new set of internal and external dynamics.   

Having researched both the organizational membership of the NPC and the background of its delegates, it seems clear that the NPC was a work in progress just as the first US Social Forum was a work in progress. From your own internal memo just a few months before the Forum, it was clear many NPC members were not prepared to commit to a MOU, let alone financial support.  The NPC needs another couple of years for internal develop and consolidation before moving on to another site. I think it’s worth remembering again that the WSF was held at Porto Alegre, Brazil, for several years before exporting the WSF model to other global sites. 

More importantly, the NPC must face the question of “transparency” to its presumed “national base,” just as the International Committee (IC) had to become more transparent in the World Social Forum process.  The NPC needs time to figure out how to explain its self selection and decision-making process to a base of movement organizers and activists skeptical of “national” leaders.

10.  The Next US Social Forum in 2010.  Without any open discussion that I was aware of, someone at the US Social Forum announced that the next US Social Forum would be in 2010. As far as I know, no one offered a rationale for this lengthy postponement.

With an upcoming Presidential election guaranteed to consolidate the existing public policy of wealth accumulation backed by a repressive and militarized security state, the need for a national strategy to confront this policy and a space to construct this strategy is immediate. 

The people and the city that have the experience and skill to organize a second US Social Forum within a much shorter time frame than 2010 are the Project South team and the Organizing Committee of Atlanta.  

In answer to the first series of questions on your evaluation form, my fellow faculty member Tony Zaragoza and I organized a spring class for 45 students at The Evergreen State College entitled, “Social Forums and Social Movements.”  We utilized the organizing of the US Social Forum as the focus for our analysis. As part of this class, students researched each organizational member and delegate to the National Planning Committee and participated in three, two-hour role plays attempting to address critical issues confronting the social forum.

I also organized a class for 13 students at the forum itself. In addition to their reading and seminar assignments, these students attended all plenary sessions, a minimum of six workshops, and volunteered at the opening march and Civic Center cleanup and maintained daily journals full of notes and reflections.

On an organizational level, I sent in organizational registration for the Trinational Coalition for the Defense of Public Education and for the Heroico Batallon de San Patricio and kept these organizations informed about the work of the US Social Forum.

Thanks again for your work and for the great success of the first US Social Forum. I look forward to seeing you soon in Atlanta at the Second US Social Forum.

Solidarity,

Dan Leahy

1415 6th Avenue SW

Olympia, Washington 98502

(360) 352-7086

danleahy43@yahoo.com

cc
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National Planning Committee
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