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For many Guatemalans, Canada is synonymous with harsh mining practices

Just as economies and financial markets were crashing worldwide, more than 7,000 social activists from some
350 organizations throughout the western hemisphere gathered in Guatemala City, October 7 to 12, for the third
Americas Social Forum p.

Their goal was to elaborate a mare democratic and humane vision for the Americas - a vision of strengthened
community control that is increasingly coherent as neoliberal corporate systems implode.

Hopeful alternatives emerging in Latin America

The Americas Social Forum gathers social movements from South, North and Central America, as well as the
Caribbean. It is our hemisphere's component of the World Social Forum process m which began in Porto Alegre
Brazil in 2001. Under the slogan "otra America es possible," the Forum aims to map out popular alternatives to the
Washington Consensus u of privatization, free trade and investor rights.

corporate globalization and hemispheric free trade is being made real today. That alternative now formally links
six countries of Latin America through the Bolivarian Alternative to the Americas Agreement (ALBA) ..

Guatemala: The war against the indigenous continues by other means
This year's Americas Social Forum was held in the capital of Guatemala, a country with a very recent history of

forces by the country's oligarchs and their international corporate backers officially ended in 1996. Yet, despite the
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genocidal murders of an estimated 200,000 Guatemalans by government and paramilitary forces, not a single
military officer, police chief or dictator who planned or directed the massacres hasg ever been brought to trial. m An
end to that impunity is a consistent demand of Guatemalan progressives.

Today, the country is governed by a centrist coalition headed by Alvaro Colom of the social democratic National
Union of Hope party. The leftward trend for governments throughout Latin America is having some influence in
Guatemala too, but the failure to bring to justice the murderers of the war period is a dark cloud which still hangs
over the country.

Canadian mining companies such as Goldcorp have a big role in Guatemala. A protestor was killed blockading a
road to Goldcorp's unpopuiar and environmentally damaging Marlin project . The company is pressing ahead
with the project despite widespread community oppaosition. For many Guatemalans, Canada is synonymous with
harsh mining practices.

An estimated 80 per cent of Guatemalans are indigenous - the highest proportion of indigenous people of any
country in Latin America. There were numerous indigenous representatives at the forum, particularly Mayans from
Guatemala and southern Mexico.

NAFTA, CAFTA and justice for migrant workers

Protection of indigenous rights to land, water and community, as well as improved human rights, were a frequent
theme of discussions. A direct linkage was often made between modern indigenous struggles and international
investor rights agreements fike the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Central American
Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA). Those free trade policies are forcing farmers from their land, pushing them to
seek work in cities, in maquila factories or to migrate northwards.

Forced migration was a major theme of the forum. The slogan "No one is illegal” was strongly emphasized at
several workshops which planned strategies of support for the nurmnerous migrant workers who have little choice
but to leave families and communities to move north and to work without official documentation. The United
Nations Convention on_Rights for Migrant Workers nio) has never been ratified by either Canada or the United
States, but here in Canada the November 17 Court decision in Ontario permitting farm workers to unionize n1; has
to be very good news for temporary foreign workers throughout the country.

Regional integration, anti-militarism and women's rights

Regional integration and mifitarism were topics of several forum workshops. The Americas Policy Program nz and
Hemispheric Social Alliance ns both sponsored discussions on the Security and Prosperity Partnership of North
America. The Americas Policy Program focused in on U.S. military initiatives such as Plan Mexico 14 and Plan
Merida nswhich propose U.S. military bases for Mexico and Central America and help enforce deep integration

policies under the cover of a "war on drugs."

Women's rights were explored by a strong feminist delegation. A Guatemalan Feminist Peclaration 15 was
prepared which, among other things, condemned the Sandinista government of Nicaragua for its law prohibiting
abortion.

‘The disaster created by the capitalist system has become evident'

The Americas Social Forum was large and diverse. At any one time, there were dozens of concurrent workshops
on numerous topics. Other issues covered included the contrast between fair trade and economic solidarity nr,
environmental sustainability, issues facing Latin Americans of African descent and forms of local democracy.
Bolivian President Evo Morales had been scheduled to attend, but could not make it due to the current struggle to
implement a new, more democratic, constitution for Bolivia ).

Because of their size and complexity Social Forums rarely settle on specific next steps or action plans, but they
are a valuable space for saclal movements to meet, exchange and share knowledge. The next World Social
Forum will be held in Belem, Brazil from January 27 to February 1, 2009,

The third Americas Social Forum concluded with a mass march that passed by the U.S. embassy on its way to a
rally at the National Palace in the main square of Guatemala City.

At the rally, a Declaration of the Assembly of Social Movements ;i was read out. Among other points, the
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Declaration took note of the current economic crisis and said: "In these few days, the disaster created by the
capitalist system has become evident, something those of us from the social movements have been warning
about for some time." ‘

On Thursday, November 27, the Toronto Social Forum presents ‘Indigenous Uprising,' a report back on the
Americas Social Forum po from the people who attended, as well as an update on the current situation in Bolivia.

Blair Redlin is a researcher with the Canadian Union of Public Employees. He altended the third Americas Social
Forum as part of a delegation organized by Co-Development Canada pr.

summary:

Just as economies and financial markets were crashing worldwide, more than 7,000 social activists from some
350 organizations throughout the western hemisphere gathered in Guatemala City last month.
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