Reports from the 2004 World Social Forum in Mumbai

Dear colleagues and friends,

This Clearinghouse edition includes two different articles from the recently held World Social Forum 2004 in Mumbai, India:

#1 a report on the WSF tourism interventions by Imtiaz Muqbil, who is in charge of the Bangkok Post’s Travel Monitor column;

#2 a commentary on the WSF event in general from the perspective of the Thai activist journalist for The Nation Pravit Rojanaphruk.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

----------------------

Travel Monitor, Bangkok Post, 26 January 2004

GLOBAL SUMMIT ON TOURISM 

Meeting to address the lack of checks and balances in the industry 

IMTIAZ MUQBIL

Buoyed by their first-time participation in the World Social Forum (WSF) here last week and the energy generated by hundreds of other like-minded groups, tourism activists and watchdog organisations are talking of maintaining the momentum by holding a global summit of their own.

Tourism non-governmental organisations (NGOs) from India, Asia, Africa, Latin America and Europe worked together to organise a series of discussions and seminars at which speakers rallied around the WSF slogan, ``Another World is Possible'', and launched a sub-slogan of their own: ``Who Really Benefits from Tourism?''

Like the underlying themes of the main WSF, the tourism NGOs feel that an industry that claims to be largest in the world has long gone without external check and balance mechanisms, a situation that must be be rectified.

During the seminars, an Indian NGO talked of tourism encroachment in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands threatening the survival of an indigenous tribe. A representative of Macchu Picchu, the ancient Inca site in Peru, blasted a UK company's proposal to privatise the walking trails.

A British NGO highlighted work being done to improve the poor conditions of porters who take trekkers into the Himalayas. Another Indian group talked of farms being taken over by developers for conversion into hundreds of acres of resorts for the rich.

Two representatives of women's organisations called on their kin to look at tourism as a critical developmental issue. Other speakers discussed tourism in the context of environmental regulations and labour rights.

The main groups that spearheaded the WSF tourism initiative were EED-Tourism Watch of Germany, the Hong Kong-based group Ecumenical Coalition on Tourism, and the Bangalore-based group Equations, each of which put in US$3,000 (117,000 baht) to finance the WSF activities.

Another group based in Basel, Switzerland, the Arbeitskreis Tourismus und Entwicklung (AKTE) helped fund the travel of delegates from Latin America.

The sessions were attended by dozens of interested listeners, many of whom were amazed to learn that an industry that projects itself as being spotless and a major job-creator and income-distributor could also have so many underlying problems.

After the WSF, the entire group of NGO representatives met to finalise a post- WSF strategy that will maintain the momentum.

K.T. Suresh, co-ordinator of Equations, said the inaugural participation in the WSF, first mooted at the 2003 ITB Berlin, the world's largest travel industry exhibition, had brought tourism into the mainstream of WSF thinking. The result, he said, was a significant ``political shift'' from being confined to a corporate-dominated, industry-led space into ``a space that belongs to all of us''.

The groups recognise their limitations - inadequate funding, disparate networks, no central organisation, turf battles and the lack of a central message. They also need to establish recognition and legitimacy by clarifying who exactly it is they represent.

The post-WSF strategy forum brought all these issues out on to the table. However, Mr Suresh said the NGOs will have to demonstrate their maturity and ``transcend these limitations'' by coming together based on a platform of common objectives.

He proposed a global summit of international, regional and local tourism watchdog groups that would also be open to the travel trade, governments and consulting groups who, he said, needed to better understand local peoples' concerns and consequences of myopic development policies.

The proposal met with an enthusiastic response. The NGOs now aim to start seeing this through to fruition. However, the first steps will have to be smaller ones: Strengthening their information-exchange networks, upgrading research capabilities, databases and media contacts, becoming active on the lecture circuit, etc.

The NGOs also plan to exploit the opportunities presented by the World Tourism Organisation (OMT-WTO) becoming part of the United Nations system, which welcomes the involvement of civil society.

The groups are at pains to explain that they are not anti-tourism. They recognise the industry's contribution to culture, heritage, jobs and economic growth.

They are, however, against what they consider to be its ``exploitative elements'' such as land alienation, denial of access to resources, sex tourism, deprivation of decision-making capabilities by local communities in what is basically considered to be a top-down development approach.

Their agenda also has much in common with the wider issues raised by the hundreds of other NGOs at the WSF, such as water rights, deforestation, climate change, religious conflict, wars, terrorism, health and globalisation, all of which can have a significant short- to long-term impact on tourism.

Indeed, a number of areas emerged in which the NGOs play a perfectly useful role. Patricia Burnett of London-based Tourism Concern noted its recent organisation of a highly charged seminar on confronting travel advisories that the travel industry feels are unfair, biased and not transparent. The UK government has now promised to take another look at its advisories as a direct result of the pressure that emerged from the seminar.

-- Imtiaz Muqbil is executive editor of Travel Impact Newswire, an e-mailed feature and analysis service focusing on the Asia-Pacific travel industry.
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GATHERING UNDER A BIG INDIAN TENT

Pravit Rojanaphruk

THE NATION, Published on Jan 31, 2004 

Eccentric, quixotic, colourful, the World Social Forum in Bombay serves as a quasi-religious revival for anti-globalisation activists

BOMBAY - The just concluded fourth annual World Social Forum (WSF) under the theme "Another World is Possible" in Bombay, India, was unfortunately overshadowed by a rape allegation against one participant (a judge) by another, both from South Africa. While the charge was later dropped, the local Indian media spent too much time on the rape case. Otherwise the colourful and the quixotic atmosphere of the gathering - featuring a carnival of various ethnic dances - in which 100,000 people attended from more than 150 countries would have attracted more media interest.

Nevertheless, some of the Indian media were critical of the event, which took place from January 16-21. However, stronger criticism came from the extreme left, who decided to hold their own event just across from the WSF venue.

The Economic Times, a leading business daily in India carried a scathing article written by a writer named Vikram Doctor who compared the event to a gigantic Kumbh Mela, Hinduism's biggest religious gathering.

It's worth quoting the article to some extent.

"If a dialogue is to take place, it can only happen within the narrow parameters defined by the Left - but what is the point of that?. . . If the aim of the dialogue that WSF promotes is indeed "another world is possible" (to use the forum's slogan) then surely they should particularly include the opposing viewpoints rather than just talking to themselves?

"The only way I can explain it is to see it ultimately as not a matter of argument but of faith. The groups that are taking part in the WSF are now so cut off from the mainstream dialogue that they have essentially retreated into a religious position with an object defined by its negativity - against the US, against companies, against globalisation. Like all objects of faith it doesn't do to examine it too closely - their own links with companies, for example, or the extent to which the tools of globalisation like the Internet or telecommunications have benefited their own movement."

Adding that these participants also have their own gurus in the persons of Noam Chomsky and Arundhati Roy, the writer concluded that "One can't escape the pervasive sense of pointlessness with the whole enterprise."

But perhaps it wasn't so pointless after all.

WSF is a venue where like-minded people meet. Call it a reverse Davos World Economic Forum where self-righteous corporate and political leaders meet, if you will. At WSF, feminists, peace activists, environmentalists, artists, socialists and others meet to cook up common strategies. More pragmatic meetings in the corridors between Western or First World donors and NGOs which are recipients or recipient wannabes.

It's a market-place for the eccentric too. An Indian participant went from room to room suggesting that the quickest way to reduce the unilateral power of the United States is to relocate the United Nations away from New York to - guess where? - India. One two-hour session was devoted to talking (or dreaming) about a Global Television network which would pay more attention to the poor and the marginalised but ended up debating whether setting such up a global TV is itself another hegemonic project or not.

Make no mistake, WSF has a religious dimension to it - the Indian columnist had his point. The multiethnic dances and music and the feel-good factor -the chanting of anti-US and anti- Corporate Globalisation slogans combined with all sorts of moralistic rhetoric - resembled some big fundamentalist religious gathering. For many, such activities were exactly the kind of antidotes needed against the ever more powerful corporate world with its own rituals of money-oriented round-the-clock business news channels, the MBA and the mini-MBA experiences, the ever-changing list of management and leadership gurus reciting management mantras and the countless corporate team-building outings.

The truth is, stronger and more valid criticism comes from the extreme Left who held their own event called Mumbai Resistance 2004 just across the road. This group advocates armed resistance to global capitalism and accused NGOs of being a tool of big capitalists in preventing the fermentation of a true revolution. They also warn of being too blind to European imperialist greed while being too-preoccupied with anti- Americanism.

This is part of what they have to say in their anti-WSF booklet: "The WSF is a fusion of social-democracy and imperialist sponsored NGOs. It seeks to diffuse the struggle against imperialist globalisation, strives to seek alternatives within the status quo. . . within the world capitalist system, rejects class struggle and opposes revolutionary violence, and acts as a safety valve for venting the wrath of the masses through peaceful channels."

It appears that there exists at least three neo-religious views of society, criticising one another. This is because each has a different faith in something. On the extreme right are those who advocate continued growth and corporate globalisation at all cost - never mind social justice, wealth distribution or the environment. Then, the quixotic alliance of NGOs who are not satisfied with the present state of corporate-globalisation and want to seek change through peaceful means. Last but not least are those who believe in the absolute evil of the current world system and seek armed struggle to free the world of global capitalist exploitation.

It's hard to say which group is the more fundamentalist, but serious debate should be welcomed. The polarisation between the haves and have nots, between those who believe the present global system is depleting natural resources at a disastrous rate vis-a-vis those who believe corporate globalisation's perpetual growth is perfectly fine and will not go away any time soon.
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