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Overview

· The fifth annual World Social Forum brought together an estimated 155,000 people from around the world, including 35,000 participants in the International Youth Camp.  

· 6,872 organizations from 151 countries formally registered delegations, and organized over 2,500 activities.

· The five largest delegations were from Brazil, Argentina, the U.S., Uruguay and France.

· The forum was made possible through the efforts of 3,100 volunteers, who helped with communication, culture, construction, services and logistics.  Five hundred and thirty three volunteer translators, from 30 countries, helped translate sessions into Portuguese, English, French, Spanish, Arabic, Japanese, Hebrew, German, Italian, Korean, Guarani, Hindi, Quetua, Wolof, Bahasa and Russian.

· The WSF will next year be organized as a “decentralized” world forum on two or more continents, before moving to Africa in 2007.

· A new methodological approach introduced this year aimed to encourage similarly-focused organizations to work together before and during the forum, and to develop concrete alternative strategies and campaigns moving forward.  

· To this end discussions were organized programmatically and physically around 11 “thematic terrains,” which for the first time gave equal emphasis to such themes as “arts and creation,” “defending diversity, plurality and identities,” “ethics, cosmovisions and spiritualities” and “autonomous thought, reappropriation and socialisation of knowledge and technologies” alongside more common discussions of human rights, social struggles, global trade, debt and peace.

·  FNTG’s delegation was made up of 34 foundation representatives, along with 9 partners and family members. Judging from oral and written assessments, delegation members found the experience highly inspiring and informative, with most indicating it would have direct impacts on their funding.  Of those responding to an on-line post-delegation assessment form (just over half of the delegation), 64% expressed interest in trying to provide support to the WSF next year, and 85% indicated that they would support the participation of their grantees in future forums.

· The International Council (IC) of the WSF meets at the end of March to develop internal structures and capacities, and to make decisions about venues, dates and approaches for the decentralized forum in 2006.  FNTG will attend as an observer.

· FNTG’s Steering Committee has agreed that the network will continue to engage funders in the WSF process as part of a focus on alternatives and democratizing global governance, and provide support to the Resources Commission of the IC in developing long-term resource generating capabilities.

Background and Context

The World Social Forum describes itself as an open meeting place or “space” where groups and movements of civil society come together to oppose and build alternatives to a world dominated by neoliberalism - free market laissez-faire economic policies of the kind promoted in the 1980’s under Margarate Thatcher and Ronald Reagan.  

The WSF came into being following decades of struggles by local, transnational and international groups and movements against economic institutions like the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and World Trade Organization, and protests organized against meetings of perceived policy elites, at the G-8 or at the World Economic Forum, an annual gathering of 1200 major business and political leaders in Davos, Switzerland. 

NGO and social movement activists, understanding that along with resistance and protests counter proposals and alternatives were needed, launched the World Social Forum in 2001 under the slogan “Another World is Possible.”

The WSF is a gathering of social forces – NGOs, movements, networks, intellectuals and representatives of socially responsible business sectors – which meets to debate and develop plans on how to build a new, some would say alter-, globalization, based, in the words of its charter of principles, on solidarity, sustainability and universal human rights, grounded in democratic institutions which promote social justice, equality and the sovereignty of peoples.
Porto Alegre was chosen as the initial site of the WSF because of the policies and programs that had been built for over a decade in that city and others in Brazil by progressive local governments and institutions. The first forum, in January 2001, attracted around 15,000 participants.  Approximate numbers in subsequent years were 56,000 in 2002, over 50,000 in 2003, around 120,000 when the forum moved to Mumbai in 2004, and more than 150,000 this year.  

The WSF has inspired dozens of local social forums, and regional forums in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Americas, the Mediterranean as well as a Pan-Amazonian Social Forum.  A U.S. Social Forum is being planned for sometime in 2006.

The forum is organized by an international secretariat currently made up of members of the Brazil and India Organizing committees, and by an International Council, an informally – some would say arbitrarily – selected group of some 140 international organizations, networks and social movements.  The IC itself is made up of a number of “commissions,” on membership, content and methodology, resources development, logistics and so on.

The forum is funded by foundation grants and “solidarity funds” from NGO, trade union and church networks, by participant fees, and by public funds.  The overall cost of the forum this year was approximately $6 million, around half of which was provided by local and national governments in Brazil.

Currently, the forum is confronted with the need to strengthen governance structures, internal democracy and accountability (while IC discussions and debates are open and thorough, communication processes, who is and who is not an IC member, and how decisions are ultimately made and enforced remain problematic). IC members are volunteers, and Brazil secretariat members, after 5 years, are especially subject to fatigue and burn-out.  The forum also faces the need to develop effective, open and sustainable mechanisms for developing resources needed to carry forward and build the work of the forum over the long term. 

Funders at WSF 2005 

As noted above, FNTG organized a delegation of thirty-five foundation representatives to participate in the forum.  The delegation again received crucial support from Amalia Souza, the Brazil Coordinator of the Global Greengrants Fund, as well as assistance from Polly Withers with the Environmental Grantmakers Association.  FNTG members who led the delegation included Lisa Jordan, Ford Foundation, Michael Conroy, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Kay Treakle, C.S. Mott Foundation and Melissa Dann, Wallace Global Fund.

Before making the trip to Brazil, delegates were provided with briefing materials and some amount of travel assistance, as well as an opportunity to participate in a pre-trip orientation conference call.  In Porto Alegre, delegates attended a day-long orientation session and participated in site visits organized by FNTG with support from Ford Foundation/Brazil and the Global Fund for Women. 

FNTG delegates stayed at the Hotel Plaza Porto Alegre located in the town’s center.   In addition to booking accommodations and providing the programs mentioned above, FNTG obtained delegate accreditation, organized daily shuttle bus services, and organized brief morning discussion sessions for those that were interested.

Among its activities in Porto Alegre, FNTG organized two events that involved reaching out to other funders attending the forum: a reception with WSF organizers the night before the opening ceremonies, and a two-hour ad hoc meeting with members of the WSF International Council’s Resources Commission.  At this second meeting, attended by a half dozen European funders of the WSF, it was agreed that FNTG would assist in a process of developing the capacity of the IC to meet the long-term resources needs of the forum.  

As indicated in an on-line survey, delegation participants seemed pleased with FNTG’s organizing and framing efforts, especially with the quality of pre-trip briefing documents and of the orientation sessions in Porto Alegre.

Analysis/Evaluation

From written and oral evaluations, the delegation can be considered successful, both in terms of funder satisfaction with their experiences, and the impacts these experiences are likely to have on their funding.  A summary of assessment comments follows.  Extended comments from the 18 funders who responded in writing to an online survey are found in an attachment below.
Importance/significance of the WSF - Greatest strengths/potential weaknesses

Delegates noted the enormity of what one funder called “the single most important meeting on the planet,” the overwhelming number of workshops, the language barriers and the sheer numbers of people brought together “to meet, connect and to participate in global exchange through conversation, exposure to new ideas…” Emphasis was placed on the openness and tolerance of the forum, and the creativity, inspiration and passion it inspired… an “outpouring of energy from so many parts of civil society” in which participants learn about what others are doing, build alliances and possible linkages to their own work.  With the exception of equipment problems that affected translations, delegates thought that the forum was “very well organized for such a massive event,” and “a safe environment for people to express themselves.” As another funder noted, the forum’s greatest strength may be its ability “to motivate and bring together a huge amount of people who all think that the world can be a better place.”
In terms of potential weaknesses, the chaos, size, and distances between venues were cited along with translation issues, as well as the possible diffusion of energy and focus that comes with organizing all of the activities that go into the WSF.  Questions were asked about “where is this all going” and about the potential lack of impact of the forum in the wider world. One funder noted potential “appropriation of its legitimacy by partisan political groups with their own agendas and fragmentation along regional lines.”  More should be done to insure that the “wonderful selection of themes and sessions” were better integrated, and not segmented (“maybe in attempting to be so open, it might not be focused enough”).  There seemed to be a shared concern on the part of many that there were insufficient resources available for the huge task of organizing such a process, that it might be hard “to keep up the momentum without burning up the organizers.” 

Meaning of experience to funders and impact on their work

As noted in the overview, a large majority of respondents indicated an interest in supporting the forum, either directly or by supporting the participation of their grantees in the WSF process.   For funders whose grantees are already deeply involved in these issues, the experience was seen as useful for reinforcing the value of current portfolios.  One noted that the experience provided “a better sense of who the key groups are and what strategies are getting traction. It will reinforce my funding of existing groups and help to identify new groups and projects.”  Another noted the opportunity to hear the social justice discourse that is going on in other countries, new ideas about ways to direct funding strategies by seeing how international advocacy is being done in other fields.  Yet another funder said the experience “deepened my knowledge of various sector issues, especially around alternatives, strengthened relationships with other donors, and activists.”

For others who are new to global economic issues, the experience provoked interest in exploring possible connections to “dynamic movements outside of the U.S.” Another admitted that the experience may not have a huge impact on funding decisions, even if it was “energizing to see the level of passion.”

The forum provided many with a sense of hope, of belonging to a very large community of like-minded individuals – words used included “wonderful experience,” “interesting people”, “great contacts,” “energizing,” – One funder wrote: “It gave me hope for the future, and motivation to learn more, fund more, and help manifest a better way of life in whatever way I can.  The experience of the forum has helped me understand better the importance of funding social movements by allowing me access to campesinos and peasants in the struggle.” 

Finally, one funder expressed how inspiring it was “to be in another country with close to 200,000 people all wanting the same things. Also, it was a great experience to be with this delegation of so many interested, knowledgeable and committed people.  It has helped me to be more conscious of the bridges that need to be built internationally.”

Next Steps

At the meeting held in Porto Alegre with funders and IC members to discuss resource needs for the WSF, it was suggested that FNTG provide on-going, if limited, support to this process.  This suggestion was subsequently agreed to by FNTG’s Steering Committee.

To help prepare for the decentralized edition of the WSF in 2006 as well as for longer term planning, the Secretariat will conduct an assessment of resources allocated for the first five World Social Forums.  Novib/Oxfam International volunteered to assist with this process, and information will be gathered in time for the next IC meeting at the end of March.

At that time, the RC will finalize plans to organize a two or three-day convening by the end of June 2005, to bring together members of the IC and engaged funders and others with resource development expertise to begin a process of developing the long-term capacity of the WSF to meet the resources needs of the forum.  FNTG and some of its key members, including the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, would take responsibility for developing a proposal for such a convening.

FNTG will also continue to engage funders in the WSF process, help generate support for the forum and for the participation of foundation grantees, and follow the development of a U.S. Social Forum in 2006, as one way of bringing the spirit of the WSF to the United States.

