Alternatives in Action - Round-table Discussion

24 September 1999

The following is a dialogue conducted between three parties engaging in different community projects and networks in the region.  They are Menno Salverda from the Thai Community Currency System (TCCS), the Somkiat Pongpaiboon from the Assembly of the Poor (with the kind assistance of Pravit Rosanaphruk, Thailand as translator) and the People's Planning Movement represented by Krishna Kumar from the KSSP.  The dialogue took place in the grand lobby of the hotel in Lembang where the workshop took place.  It was conducted in the hope that closer connections could be drawn between the three communal experiences in terms of their organization capacities and the dynamism in their translating the national, regional and local struggles at different levels.  The discussion was facilitated by Lau Kin Chi and Jeannie Manipon from ARENA, and presented in extracted, written form by Monina Wong.

How is the micro struggle connected with the macro scenario?

>  KK :  In every country, there witnesses a catch up with the new paradigm shift. Resistance movements against neo-liberalism in various forms yet different from the traditional leftist approach are going on.   In such a light, responses to the financial crisis are different in different countries depending upon the manner the crisis is felt.  Despite the diversities, on the other hand, the grand paradigm of neo-liberalism imposes and expands itself beyond the limits of national markets, thus questioning the meaning and intactness of national boundaries.  How can we add up all our diverse, micro resistances to form a macro front against the new paradigm is the question.

In the post world war years, UN had played a role between superpowers, between the US and the USSR for instance.  That failed and non-alignment movements came to the scene.  Now with the bi-polar structure gone, we find neo-liberalism breaking all doors, arriving triumphant.  Market is the totality and the US is the only world leader.  Yet this is also the time when alternatives were talked about and practiced most in the last twenty years.  However these micro (talks of) alternatives have not developed into something macro, nor has a macro framework evolved from their experiences.  There is a necessity to add things up.  

For instance regarding the financial crisis, we think and respond differently, but what is the larger perspective?  We can start with small things, or concentrate on specific aspects like labor, gender, or the environment to look into the impact of neo-liberalism.

· Menno :  We have learned that economics is not something in itself.  The political aspects should not be neglected.  We need not start from the economic, some of our presentations start with the political and link up all other issues like the social, gender, economic etc.  Similarly some issues offer good starting points for making linkages at different levels, like food security.  Viewing from the local level the impact of global capitalism and macro institutions, it makes clear that fighting on our local everyday aspect against the WTO and the MAI for instance, is important and not without fruitful results.  Despite the diversities in the approach and the different tools used, micro resistances against neo-liberalism have similar goals and objectives towards attaining greater self-reliance in the communities.  We can link up and learn from our differences.

How can the community currency project act as a tool towards forging a linkage between the micro and the macro?

· Menno:  Community Currency System (CCS) can first be a buffer, not only a band aid to a wound.  But it opens the door to a new development paradigm, not only a different practice system.   Of course we need a lot of things to change the whole global economic system, but community currency can be a start.  It may not be as political as the People's Planning Movement.  They are more upfront with the political authority.  But the CCS does have a political edge: through direct buying and selling, through the setting up of an alternative monetary system which allows farmers to have their own management over their resources, the political power of merchants of goods and money, as well as bankers can be weakened.  This is the case in Thailand.  CCS can be practiced as a tool to sideline the economic powers, thus it is also a political tool in that sense.  If that could spread across different communities, it will become something that catches the eyes.  But it will be a slow process.

If the CCS is not only a tool to isolate the community from the mainstream economic system, if it is not only a tool for building more self-reliance, if it is a new way of facilitating more inter-dependence within the community where there is less hierarchy and more equality, what is the new economic paradigm that can emerge from the CCS?

· Menno:  The practice of the CCS provides a better base to inter-dependence and responsibility.  If you have more access to and dependence on local resources, you have more responsibility to producing good and healthy products.  Trust and commitment are needed.  The message thus sent to the macro economic system is: we don't want to put our trust on the macro world market.  We do that at the local level.  In boom years we lose but we still survive in bust years.  We create a much more valuable economy which is not just based on economic values.  We have inter-dependence and trust on each other.  That means you would want to help your community members especially when need arises.  But if you buy and sell in the world market, you don't know nor think of helping your fellows out there.  This sense of forging relationships can be the entrance point to a different economic paradigm.

How in practical terms does the CCS get itself going towards that goal?

· Menno:  Through ruling out outside merchants and bankers and that is itself a political statement.  Money is power.  Your dependence is on community members not on people you don't know far away.  In the community, you know what's going on and you know people there can be relied on if there is enough trust.  It's like stopping the leaking of resources from the community, plugging the holes in the community but not doing it in the form of legislation nor isolating the community. We can attempt this without the intervention of political parties.  The community can be the base to build a local economy which can turn out to be a buffer between the micro and the macro.  

· Somkiat:  In the past years, the activities of POs and NGOs put much stress on new ways of fighting for and managing resources.  This stemmed from the fact the money was still over concentrated in the hands of politicians and business people.  On the other hand, we didn't see any increase in the provision of social welfare in the society.  In the coming years, the management and distribution of national resources will be the most contentious issue of struggle.  NGOs and POs in Thailand are preparing for that battle.  What is pushed in the public is the set up of minimum social welfare security as well as the establishment of a front to help poor peasants.  Elsewhere amongst the more than 2 million urban poor, they have come up to demand the rights to occupy land, they have come up to lobby at different political levels, they have set up a fund to support various re-employment programmes.  A fund of 15 billion baht, equivalent to around 2.5 million USD was allocated to farmers.  Another fund of about 3 million USD will be set up for the urban poor.

· The Assembly of the Poor received 650 million baht.  15 million USD was given as a fund to build an alternative agricultural network.  The Assembly of the Poor is not about blocking roads, holding demonstrations only.  We plant the seed of practicing alternative agriculture to Thai farmers.  The trend of putting up images of farmers as beggars asking for money from the government has passed.  We want to show that farmers are able to build a sustainable livelihood.

· It is clear from others' examples like the People's Planning Movement that there is parallel work being done elsewhere but it's a pity that no linkages are forged.  If we do not link up our struggles, we can't form a global sweep against globalization.  Without this networking of not only resistance movements but also alternative practices, we are limited to opposition alliances, say against the WTO only.  But we need to show that there are alternatives that are feasible.  Besides, the lesson of community building is important.  Self-reliant communities may fall victim to neo-liberalism without enough critical awareness.  We have been talking about building new structures and relations in the community, but not enough on how to prevent the penetration of neo-liberalism to the local level.  This shows that we do not have enough alarm about the imminent dangers and a lot of understanding is needed towards building a dynamic view and network that is not static but keep changing with times.  Two participatory researches can be done to introduce the grassroots about how to deal with the global reality.  Confronting them with the global picture will challenge them to see beyond the micro and care about what happens in the world surrounding them.  

The issue now touches on the difference between the movement of political opposition and the movement for communal alternatives.  You mentioned that the Assembly of the Poor is not about demonstrations on the street only but thinking for a new alternative.  But the Assembly of the Poor starts off as a resistance movement, how are you able to unite on the agenda of building alternatives?  How are the tensions between opposition politics and communal alternatives building resolved?  This is a common problem in many movements.

· Somkiat:  The birth of the Assembly of the Poor as Forum of the Poor (formed in 1995) was a result of people's opposition to policies and projects.  It was over the conversion of land in the first place.  The question became whether the affected farmers should succumb and end up losing their land.  And when the price of a major crop plummeted and the government refused to stabilize the price and instead offered to buy from the farmers the crops at a very low price, the farmers realized that there was a limit to the demands they could make and to the things they could get from the government.  They turned to NGOs for help in shifting to organic farming and this was a turning point for the birth of the Assembly of the Poor. 

· The question of tension between opposition politics and community building movement is relevant in a case in which there was a debate within the Assembly of the Poor over whether to demand from the government a bill to protect the fertile land in the centre of Bangkok.  That created a split with opposition from both farmers as well as NGO people who had land titles in the target area because if the bill was passed they could not sell their land for other uses at high prices.  That roused much controversy even amongst NGOs.  In another occasion, we had collisions with a popular environmental NGO in Thailand over the development of the watershed area.  The environmental group held the view that the area should be conserved.  The Assembly of the Poor insisted that if people could live in a sustainable way with the land, practicing traditional agricultural methods, the land could be used for agricultural development.  What the Assembly of the Poor opposed to that environmental NGO was their sticking to the western concept of environmental protection, which might result in the migration of 15,000 hill tribe people in the area.  The Assembly of the Poor would stick to the poor in any case not to the middle class approach and the appropriation of western concepts.  To resolve the conflicts, we conducted voting amongst the chefs.  On many occasions, the controversies became so heated that some members pulled out.  But we had not more than 2% of those who had lost in the vote pulled out.  It was a heated debate about how to choose between the poor and the environment.

· Pravit:  Talking about the increasingly active role of the middle class in Thailand, 1992 is a turning point.  The Thai middle class makes up of less than 20% of the population in the urban areas.   Suddenly they realized that they had an identity and a larger role to play in the society.  The May event of 1992 alerted them to the need for protection of their interests, the need to stop the deteriorating living standard, and the need to stop the worsening of the urban physical living conditions as suffered from traffic jam and pollution.  This was a new realization dawned on the middle class that one day they had to link with other classes in the society.  Many forums were conducted not only in Bangkok but other provinces as well and this saw the emergence of a wider network.  Besides these immediate concerns, we also expect to see an undermining of the chauvinistic urban culture as more and more middle class people are made aware of the hill tribes protests burgeoned earlier.  The hill tribes are deprived, second class citizens, they could not travel outside their provinces.  These protests confronted the middle class and the educated elite about the nature of development in Thailand.  And there is the sex industry.  The sex workers have always been voiceless.  They are never interviewed in the media.   They are the silent majority.  But they have started to organize themselves now.

· KK:  For us in Kerala, we are facing the question of priority.  Should resistance be taken in form of opposition?  When we talk about seeking new paradigms, and new strategies of conducting politics, we tend to dichotomize things into either political opposition or alternative and community building on the other hand.  I want to emphasize the importance of education in this search and the three elements should strike a good balance in any struggle.  We don't do away with politics and political parties in Kerala.  We talk about that and we deal with that in our work.  But we are also into seeking new possibilities for engagement strategies.  One way of doing that is through education, arousing debates about fundamental issues and getting them communicated and disseminated to the grassroots.  We are dragging down issues to the streets, not confining them to conference halls.  We change the nature of debates thus from intellectual ones on development models to palatable forms on street and village levels.  In this way we forge a linkage between the professional and the people.  We go to the villages to talk to people on topics we know, like astrology in simple terms to combat people's superstitious beliefs.  This kind of debate on fundamental beliefs has to take place in communities to create an alternative pattern in the long term.  Seeking for alternatives is not an immediate response to crises, it is also the building of an alternative vision, of a new outlook which has different components, of philosophy, economics and politics.  It's more of a long-term business.  In building a new world and paradigm in Kerala, education is very important.

That comes to the question of the linkage between the intellectuals and the grassroots.  Tensions exist.  In the case of the Assembly of the Poor, intellectuals take up the advisory role.  Is there another role than that?

· Somkiat:  Even within the advisory board, there are opposing views.  Some believe in resting the decision making with the people, letting them decide things for themselves and by themselves.  The intellectuals will provide the assistance, advice and accessories.  Others believe that intellectuals and activists should leave the people to themselves.  The longer the delay of letting them decide, the longer would their suffering prolong.  Three different forces and levels of decision-making mechanisms thus emerged within the Assembly of the Poor.  (1) There are NGO volunteers who would help organizing the grassroots upon direction taken from the two boards, the board of advisory and the board of chefs.  (2) There are advisory groups giving intellectual analyses and advice.  (3) There is the board of chefs some of them represent the opinions of the farmers.  After five years of trials and errors, the grassroots are more confident in making decisions for themselves and sometimes the proposals of the advisory board would be turned down.  We also conduct political schools in this regard.

· KK:  Tensions between the intellectuals and the grassroots are always there in our movement but there are ways to resolve it.  Some 25 or 30 years back when KSSP was still small, a split was created over whether to start community movement at the village level.  Some organizers thought that would politicize the organization and they pulled out.  Tensions between intellectualism, meaning both the intellectual and the political elite; and activism never die down.  Now we try to keep the two poles together through continuous interactions.  Nobody can sustain a movement organization with just intellectual work.  We are all members of the community despite our being state leaders and representatives at the same time.  Even the state leaders must perform his job in the community.  Other forms of tension exist between the activists and the grassroots.  It is natural for people to lay back and rely on others who are more committed.  We must have greater decentralization.  Except for the extremely important state policies, we transfer the rest to local level participation.  To do this, intensive training programmes for local leaders are needed.  Participation on the one hand and listening to voices from below on the other hand, has to be regularized as habits in a hierarchical society like ours.  Vanguardism is obsolete, it's not working any more.
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