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Abstract 6th session

MEDLINK

Opening remarks by Fabio Alberti – ITALY

The Medlink conference has shown the importance of the concept of “network”, Alberti claims. The network experienced at Medlink is not a static organisation, but a mutual recognition of relations, of common, as well as autonomous actions. This conference has been important to meet and plan a common action, which can be carried out anytime, as long as it is reasoned and it brings tangible results. It has been an opportunity to think, but also to act for peace in the Mediterranean area.

There must be a common effort to open out the network which has been created here and to fight against a distort and made-up vision of the Mediterranean area. A vision which only shows spectacular wars and leaves behind wars for the rights of men and women, against poverty, hunger and for equality.

The Mediterranean as a common concept does not exist yet and we must build on the acknowledgement of these different realities. We must also take into consideration the history of our different peoples. 

During this meeting, Alberti stresses out, it has emerged how important it is to read, build on and share history.

Peoples in the Mediterranean area had different histories, but Alberti claims that “it is vital to interpret today through the lens of yesterday, to develop a more conscious tomorrow.”

The conference participants made many suggestions: some of them are feasible, some others are to be warded off.

The proposed discussion pattern– with the publication of each speech on the Medlink website–, for instance, has proved impractical, as free discussion ruled over each session anyway.

Furthermore, this conference has brought about the need of a new Medlink meeting next year.

Finally, Medlink has rejected the idea of creating work groups, because, although they enable a more direct exchange, they make it fragmentary, while it is crucial that everyone listens to other’s speeches. 

Said Tbel – Morocco

“We’ve seen here that it is not possible to talk about one Mediterranean area yet. We can say there are different societies operating in the same area. They are different because they have different opportunities: while European society has all opportunities, there are big barriers for those on the southern and eastern bank.” This is what Said Tbel, representative of the Moroccan Association for Human Rights, thinks.

“What’s difficult –Tbel says– is to create a synergy between the two banks. Organisations working in Morocco on migration issues support EU policies as far as repatriation and limits to circulation are concerned. Militants supporting peace and human rights have only recently begun to join these organisations”.

“In order for the two banks to be on the same wavelength– the Moroccan activist suggests– it is necessary to establish common benchmarks: the fight against neo-liberalist policies, which has already been making progress; solidarity in human rights issues (for instance, southern populations living under regimes); conflicts on the southern bank, like Western Sahara. Civil society can contribute to find new answers to those questions, as long as we work together, exchange views and build bridges between our societies.”

Vladimir Cela – Albania

“In order to achieve the objectives we have been talking about in the last few days, it is crucial to make a bigger effort. We hope for a closer cooperation, in order to outgo theory and reach the practical level”, says Vladimir Cela, member of the Youth Regional Council in Berat.

Enzo Molinari – Italy

“The right to water as a common good is of momentous importance, but to date there are no movements on the southern part of the Mediterranean fighting for this right.” This is how Enzo Molinari depicts the issue.

“Water– he continues– is a key issue to interpret conflicts and other current affairs, such as immigration issues. The whole southern area is experiencing a status of “hydric stress”, explaining many of the conflicts breaking out. 

In order to resolve this crisis, Molinari concludes, “We need to create activist movements also in the southern and eastern part of the Mediterranean area. The appointment is the (institutional) Water Forum in 2009”. 

Aida Touma Saliman – Israel

“The Mediterranean area is the main target of USA neo-liberalism. What keeps us together is the fight for our rights. Our destinies are intertwined– as history has taught us– what happens on a bank has repercussions on the other bank as well”, Aida Touma Seliman claims.

“In order to reach our objective – the activist of Women Against Violence suggests– it necessary that we share more information on how organisations from the North oppose their governments’ policies. We perceived the silence of the North after the elections in Palestine, when the European Union – as a consequence of the victory of Hamas– decided to impose an embargo on Palestine.

The idea is to “build trust through mutual work”. The example that Touma Saliman brings is that of the EU and Israel agreement on the respect of human and minorities’ rights. “I would like Europe not only to sign the agreement, –the Palestinian activist explains– but to actually monitor the situation.”

Jellul Ben Hamida – France

“We need occasions like the Medlink conference to exchange our views – claims Ben Hamida from the Cercle des Tunisiens des Deux Rives in Marseille on the last day of the meeting. We need to go beyond this kind of Mediterranean, where southern peoples live oppression and where the States impose conflicts”.

In this sense, suggests the French-Tunisian activist, it is necessary to build a Mediterranean area which offers room for discussion and it is important that southern countries are involved in the organisation.”

We have to stop being ‘invited’ to those conferences, to come and benefit of the opportunity given” Ben Hamida concludes, addressing other representatives of the civil society of the southern part of the Mediterranean.

Luis Blanco – Spain

“Four years ago, when we started the process for the Mediterranean Social Forum, we knew the difficulties we had to face. We knew that today the Mediterranean area is not a common political space. US politics, with the EU’s complicity, consider the Mediterranean as strategically and geographically very important, but they are only interested in exploiting it”, Luis Blanco claims.

Also civil society, according to the representative of the Candidatura Autonoma de Traballadors in Catalunia, is partly responsible for this.

The problem is that social movements don’t do enough, Blanco says. Cooperation– which often turns into a mere welfarism– is not enough, we need actual fight, political room, we must fight against liberalism”.

For this reason– the Catalan Trade Unionist argues– “it is crucial that we change out orientation: if we denounce the situation, but don’t go form this to a tangible political association, we create a fracture with emerging movements on the southern part of the Mediterranean”.

“In the last few days I’ve listened to different proposals, such as the boycotting and pressing on governments– he concludes. For sure, we have to carry out common actions between the North and the South of the Mediterranean basin”.

Slobodan Franovic – Montenegro

Montenegro is a small republic of former Yugoslavia and has been the last one to gain independence, only six moths ago. 

Today our interest, Francovic claims, is mainly in the European Union, even though we consider ourselves as part of the Mediterranean region.

In the past the keyword to Mediterranean was “navigation”, because maritime trade enabled exchange and knowledge. Nowadays we must rely on the opportunities offered by communication and media to create knowledge, cohesion, a Mediterranean “spirit”, the representative of the Montenegro Media Institute says.

We should ask ourselves what we know one of the other: only bad news. Real life is not on traditional communication channels, suggests Francovic,

His proposal is to create a network of Mediterranean media to produce stories of everyday life. This he concludes– can strengthen the idea of another Mediterranean, of a new spirit, able to give birth to new Mediterranean values.

Sherif Hetata – Egypt

After such a nice meeting, with so many representatives of the South, so many interesting speeches, now the problem is: what’s next?

This is the question asked by Hetata, who is member of the organising committee of the Mediterranean Social Forum.  The limit of that experience, he stresses out, is that we were not able to carry our common actions. This time we must do it, if we want to be effective.

In Egypt there are a series of problems:  a dictatorship regime forces our civil society to plan specific actions not to provoke repression. 

There has been a de-politicization of society in the last years. For those who experience them on a daily basis, socio-economic problems are more important than what happens in Palestine.

According to Hetata, who represents the Egyptian group against globalization, it is necessary to be practical and to carry out specific projects, if you want to gain consensus.

The Egyptian activist makes some proposals:

1) Creation of independent alternative media, both on the northern and southern bank, where this is more urgent, because the media is controlled;

2) Campaign on water, which leads to criticism of Israel’s hoarding policy;

3) Need to take action against drugs, crime, etc, issues affecting all societies;

4) A nuclear-free Mediterranean: this should be supported by many Arab governments as well.

To sum up, we should start working on those problems that people feel as more pressing, to be able to widen the scope of our fight in the future.

Touriya Lahrech – Morocco
In Morocco we are Between the devil and the deep blue see too, says Lahrech, who is a representative of the Moroccan Social Forum. Civil society in Morocco is diverse: government funded associations coexist with non-profit organisations with no funds and Trade Unions.

Trade Unions and the country in general have recently opened to women. A reform has been passed of the so-called Code of the Woman, which has now become Code of the Family. This legislative opening has had no economic or social impact on women yet. Precariousness and poverty are still mainly a women’s problem.

We must work together, she says, “Us, from the South and you, from the North”. We need tangible actions on peace, human rights, social rights, especially on education and health.

We are not political parties, yet we have our own political vision of society, our own project for society, which we want to be fair, democratic, and respectful of human rights, devoted to peace.

Our vision must be promoted, Lahrech concludes.

Walid Fakherddine – Lebanon

The final session must be an occasion to ask ourselves which kind of Mediterranean we want, Fakherddine says, and see if everybody here has the same idea for a better, fairer and freer Mediterranean.

Medlink must be an occasion to build a common ground to start from for future more advanced discussions, and many of the proposals made here can be useful in this sense.

However, we need more advanced discussion, on the basis of a deep analysis leading us to tangible solutions. That is why we must make a practical proposal: the establishment of an open committee, to be called to analyse local situations, make proposals and identify common objectives for our actions. The final goal must be the creation of a wider circuit, transforming Medlink from an elite forum to a grassroots one.

Herbert Docena – Focus on Global South – Philippines 

Docena brings to the attention of the Medlink audience a very practical proposal, made by Focus on Global South, the organisation of which he is member and whose main goal is to create an international movement to dismantle US and foreign military bases in the Mediterranean and Middle East. “It is well-known, he claims, that the NATO and US military forces are present in our regions only to implement their imperial project. It is not a problem for the Mediterranean and the Middle East area, but not only. This is the case in many parts of the world”. That is why Docena maintains, Focus decided to make this proposal institutional, with an open meeting next March in Ecuador. The liberation of the Mediterranean region and the emancipation of the oppressed, he concludes, goes through a strong no to military servitude.

Nahed Badawia – Syria

Badawia agrees on some practical proposals he listened to during the meeting, and he especially likes the one on the creation of a solidarity network in the Mediterranean area. A network, which should not only keep participants in touch for the exchange of information, but also able to organise common initiatives across the countries of the region. 

The Syrian delegate says that many associations in her country are willing to cooperate, eve though it is very difficult, because of a brutal regime, which often prevented progressive movements to express themselves.

She recalls the time when she was imprisoned with many of her friends and says she feels encouraged by the solidarity shown by civil society on that occasion: hundreds of people protested to support her and her friends. This, for the first time ever, lead to their liberation after only five days in prison. Therefore, it could be possible to carry our initiatives there and for the movement to develop, claims Badawia. As said before, a solidarity network is needed. And Medlink could give us the opportunity to create it, she concludes.

Nicola Cipolla – Italy

Cipolla’s speech is focused on energy issues, which recent wars in the Middle East (and not only there) and the presence of emerging economies make more and more crucial. We must not forget, he says, that the US invaded Iraq and exercise their influence on Saudi Arabia and Egypt, because most of oil reservoirs and energy resources which are necessary to maintain their standards of living are located in those areas.

At Medlink we have discussed about emancipation, he says. The Mediterranean region must take up the opportunity that 21st century technology offers us. This could indeed be the “century of the sun”, following the XX century of coal, oil and Fordist industry. The Mediterranean area must take advantage of sun energy, invest in it and merge the energy emergency issue with the environmental one, with sustainability of the new economies and the maintenance of ours.

Fahd Chafic – Morocco

Fahd Chafic, a Moroccan journalist, was not in the line up to hold a speech, and according to him, the structure of meeting was too rigid and not based on free dialogue. Therefore there has been no possibility to correct or reply to the speeches.

There are still many open questions which make the path to the creation of a Mediterranean civil society difficult: starting from the political fragmentation in the Maghreb region, where the Amazigh majority is oppressed on all fronts, passing through Spanish colonialism and finally to the Algerian wall. Another crucial issue which Medlink has not been dealing with in depth is the Cyprus situation, whose importance is stressed by the European pressure on Turkey for a quick resolution.

Khalid Zerrari (Amazigh)

The speech by Khalid Zerrari concludes the last session.

“The possibility of a democratic alliance not only is possible, but necessary! Only if countries in the Mediterranean area are united, there can be a solution to the problems we have been discussing about in this meeting.

The Amazigh people need common solidarity and the respect of their rights!”

 CONCLUSIONS

Fabio Alberti

“The speeches held during these three days are not only words, they reflect everyday reality in the Mediterranean area: it is often difficult, but everyone still has to cope with it everyday!

We have a tangible thing to work on: a mailing list which will enable us to keep the network alive, where people will be able to give information and ask for help on specific situations. Our task will be to produce the tools to make these new relations possible!

The keyword we have been discussing about in the last few days ahs been FREEDOM, be it freedom of speech, of thought, of press. We should aspire to this global freedom, this is the freedom we have to reach!

Thank you all!”

