Report back from the natural and social commons convergence

Firenze 10+10, 11th November 2012

This report comes from the work of the more than 200 persons who gathered in the thematic group “natural and social commons” in the Firenze 10+10 conference, a pan-European gathering of civil society movements to celebrate the 10th anniversary of the first European Social Forum in Firenze in 2002 and come together to fight the austerity policies imposed on European peoples by the European Union institutions, national governments and economic and financial elites. 

This report fed into the debates of the final plenary assembly, complementing those of the four other thematic groups: democracy, austerity policies and economic governance, social rights and peace. 

Coming from several different movements (financialisation of nature, water, energy, education, food sovereignty, health, big useless infrastructure projects...), our work had the following three objectives: 

· define one or several actions that enable us to join forces in our work to defend the commons/combat their privatisation and commodification;

· define one or several actions that enable us to join forces with all the movements present in Firenze to resist the EU's antidemocratic austerity policies that further expand and accelerate the destruction of our commons;

· define one or several actions that enable us to reclaim our commons. A specific challenge here : beyond de-privatisation, beyond defining more just and more sustainable patterns of production and consumption, beyond defining what “enough” can mean for us in a globalised world, reclaiming our commons also means that we need to address the fundamental issue of power: re-thinking existing social and political institutions and increase our collective sovereignty, autonomy and resilience by re-appropriating and opening up new commons, locally and on larger scales. 


So, with these objectives in mind, we discussed a dozen of concrete proposals that emerged during our discussions. Among these, only one (introduce a European Citizens Initiative to defend the commons) did not attract complete consensus and will most certainly be pursued separately by its proponents. The others were grouped as follows: 

· practical and short-term:


· a common day of actions all over Europe:

· one suggestion which gathered support was to organise local marches that would connect our different struggles and link them with austerity measures, in order to make our struggles more visible but also integrate in the current broader conflictual context. For instance: a march linking a public water company threatened with privatisation to fields and forests threatened by land grabbing and industrial agriculture and forestry, banks involved in commodity speculation and other natural goods-based financial products, a school threatened with privatisation and the political authorities that allow all this to happen. 

· these actions, be they marches or other types of actions, would anyway be defined locally and should need to focus on meeting each other's needs on a very practical level: be they about water, land, food, music, housing or knowledge, the common thread would be to reiforce our ability to live without the state's help or market products. Of course, reinforcing existing projects and actions is an option but in any case a reference should be made to this common day of action to highlight the broader context of the mobilisation. 

· Create an email list to coordinate these actions on a pan-European level. 


· more long-term activities:

It became clear during our discussions that we needed to improve our mutual understanding of what “commons” actually means. For instance, what is the difference between commons and public goods? It would be useful to define non-profit and participatory guidelines for what we call commons, and, most importantly, test these definitions in local actions. Two practical suggestions for this: 

· use the above-mentioned email list to bring this discussion forward

· write a statement/document uniting the struggles for commons and austerity policies and measures ( a “European charter for commons”?)

So, in a nutshell, coordinate actions on a day linking these various struggles to the common threat of austerity policies and measures (personal remark by the reporter: very concrete steps for this should be undertaken very soon as the dates proposed by the other thematic groups are pretty near in time) and use the writing of a common document to keep working together and better define the theoretical framework that we use. As a conclusion, two remarks: 

· the opposition between centralised actions (for instance “let's all go to Brussels to demonstrate”) and local actions is not irrelevant but must be overcome as it really weakens us. It is clearly possible to combine the two approaches!

· Many of our traditional mobilisation practices have worked quite well in the past, in “normal” contexts, but the situation we are in, with unaccountable powers imposing the harshest cuts on welfare ever seen in Europe for half a century, is everything but normal. We must think in bigger terms, and be creative!

Dorothea Haerlin’s introduction on the commons:

Austerity Policies and Privatization of Commons – Two Sides of the Same Coin

Let’s talk more about how to better link our fights against austerity policies and their financial crisis and our struggle for social and natural commons. They tell us that the privatization of our commons is a way out of debts. But we know that the truth is vice versa: privatization is actually one of the reasons for the public debt that we are witnessing everywhere but most clearly in Greece. And the more we sell off our commons to private companies the deeper we will be driven into public debt. It will also raise the price of basic needs for all of us.

So we must always think about both sides of the coin. As long as we remain within the discourse of money we remain within their finance driven logic. A logic that is monetizing everything, commodifying nature and the commons step by step and by selling them off they are cutting the possibilities of political influence; they are destroying democracy bit by bit.

Our struggle for the commons is a way out of this monetarian logic. Defending our commons and developing alternatives is jumping out into a new logic based on mutuality, social relations, collaboration and participatory processes. It opens up many possibilities for all forms of activities from below at local levels and so many citizens can take up actions wherever they are. Because we all know: Without the commons there is no life!
