Danish COP15 evaluation

There has been a row of evaluation meetings in Denmark after COP15. Mostly the meetings have been addressing fairly separated limited groups like Climate Justice Action, Friends of the Earth Denmark or main stream NGOs. Now finally this Saturday the Danish Climate movement organized a more broad seminar with participation and speakers from all strands of the climate movement.

The Danish Climate Movement was the only Danish organization that was strongly involved in the coordination of both Klimaforum and the 12 December Initiative. One can argue that the organization so far lacks a coherent political strategy. To quite many ideological clearness is an important way to judge whether an organization is politically important or not. In the long run this might be a good way see what organization or movement is of long term interest. But demands for ideological clarity can also go to far. At times when there is a need for an organization but the theoretical discussion in the movement is not advanced enough yet a certain degree of ideological ambiguity might be a strength.

This was the case during COP15. Ideology is not everything, energy is also necessary. It was necessary to have a central organization that could contribute enough people an organizational stability to see to that the mass activities had enough open minded and competent people to carry out coordination tasks. Here the Danish Climate movement contributed a lot. One of the most central persons in the 12 December Initiative from the start was representing this organization an he was as well active in the Red Green Alliance and International Socialists aligned with the central coordination of Global Climate Action Days. Centrally active in the mass activities from this organization was also people from the social-liberal party thus creating a fruitful mix. At the same time as there was this openness both socialist, non-socialists and those that could have a third opinion all acted in a very correct and focused way, which was not always the case among Danish organizations involved in organizing COP15 activities. 

So I had good expectations before going to the evaluation seminar. I was a bit late due to hubris concerning my ability to orient myself in Valby were the seminar was going to be held at the construction workers office. So I missed some of the speeches i the beginning but soon could find the essence of the discussion in the follow up plenary discussion with the speakers.

20 years back in time?

To put it bluntly I wonder were all these old men tired visions disguised as young and energetic comes from in Denmark. The first part of the seminar felt like being put 20 years back in time to the religious days of believing in NGOs and civil society that together with business and governments should build a new sustainable world by avoiding conflicts. 

The cornerstones in this old men ideology was at the meeting presented in terms of some key concepts. One was willingness to go beyond classical politics and instead use non-classic methods. Sounds pretty progressive and open minded, don’t it. Classical politics was presented as influencing parliament and the government who then influenced EU etc. It seemed like this concept of politics was the classical to civil society in Denmark. To me it was nonsense. Classical politics for popular movements is to change society in such a way that it both inspires a simultaneous struggle in other countries as well as makes it necessary for the government to adjust to new realities created by the movement in terms of new social patterns, strikes, occupations, mass organisation through different expressions as political parties, trade unions, environmental associations etc. 

In some academic books and the political propaganda classical politics is maybe presented as if the government has the ultimate power in a country and not civil society forces as business or mass movements. But when was the basis of the discussion in a movement the most superficial notions made by propaganda? In reality we all know that this is not how popular movements have done politics before and will not do politics in the future. Lobbying is maybe of interest to those who sit at offices to do politics as a profession but the substantial changes are made by people in common and not professionals. 

After presenting the old fashion classical politics as something obviously boring the new non-classical politics was presented. In Danish homes a strong force and will to change was waiting for the movement. A will to use consumer power to change the world. It was unbelievable to sit and listen to how the audience did not seem to think what was said was a great joke. After all we are not talking about a sometimes necessary pragmatic political tool to intervene in a conflict by methods that in our society at some occassion might be effective. We are talking about a meeting to evaluate how to stop global warming, not how to influence Coca Cola to stop murder trade unionists or stop ecologically disastrous fishing. Climate change is a global issue and only democratic methods are the main methods for solving it, not to call for voting according to economic power. As active in an environmental organization we have of course since the 1970s been strongly involved in struggling for ecological and fair branding of products. But we do not believe consumer power can stop global warming nor only lobbying governments. What is needed is popular movement cooperation in solidarity with each others across all borders. What visions the panel had at the seminar apart from lobbying inside Bella center or the parliament or government together with using the market seemed to be nothing. 

Whether the US, China or Saudi Arabia was to blame was discussed by some in a somewhat detailed way. The discussion did not seem to be about what actually Danish organizations could have done but speculations concerning countries were the present organizations had little capacity to make some difference. I had to put a question whether not our main responsibility was to state a clear message about how Denmark and Sweden in their capacity as chair of COP15 and the EU misused their power to support big powers and go against small nations. I added that the great problem was that formal Danish organizations with the exception of Attac had refused to support the reclaim power action which peasants from all over the world saw as important together with Bolivia now trying to rebuild UN from below. WWF answered full support in the sharp criticism of the Danish and Swedish government. But small peasants was to the representative from WWF of no great importance.  A social group with some 2 billion people at the frontline of climate change is of no special importance to WWF, than one wonders who is.

Were had all the sensible persons from all strands of the Danish Climate Movement disappeared? Those who listened carefully and put much effort in keeping the movement together and at he same time acknowledged differences. Now the persons representing the Danish Climate Movement and the others in the first panel seemed to think the same. All dogmatically closed to methods approved by the system. The panel seemed more chosen to bring the Danish environmental movement back to the 1990s than to move forward along a dynamic path were both non-socialist and socialists could feel at home. 

Left wing anti UN impasse

The biased choice of the panel made the discussion going into an impasse. People in the audience started to talk predictably about capitalism as the problem. At the same time making the whole Danish Climate Movemment anticapitalistic was an opinion that everybody knew would not bring the discussion at the seminar forward. But with the biased panel this became a necessity. 

Soon one left winger brought the discussion even further. The whole idea with believing in the UN was wrong. The UN was in the hands of the super powers. This kind of left wing arguments are quite common. It shows a clear way to one more impasse. Firstly there are much more to the UN than the security council. Environmental negotiations e.g. UN has done very lot good things for international reduction of environmental degradation, for instance the strong reduction of sulphur dioxide emissions in the 1980s. But the greatest problem with the left wing blunt rejection of UN as an institution is that it does not separate defensive roles from more forward looking. 

Ignoring the lessons from the COP15 protests

It also shows how the left is equally backward as the NGOs trying to avoid any reflection of what actually happened during the COP15 protests. UN is a great achievement for the antifascists forces after the second world war, an achievement expressed in the indivisible human rights that includes both democratic and social rights against the interests of liberals with their political ideology to separate politics from economy. The UN have played a progressive role in the struggle against racism and colonialism and been a defence for small nations against super powers. Even the predecessor League of Nations produced such actors as ILO that has been important not only for defending some worker’s rights but also indigenous people’s rights. Of course the UN has very limited possibilities to change things for the better. But not all politics is about changing things to the better. Some politics is there to defend what already has been achieved, a defensive struggle that is utterly necessary. To not recognize the importance of such defensive roles is disastrous for building alliances. At the moment Bolivia is using the UN system in a progressive way by appealing to the best of the UN system and its values in opposition with the hijacking of COP15 by the big powers and corporations. This progressive struggle is helped by the UN ideals and is done in such a way that many more can align to this political effort than to a political effort bluntly stating that the UN is all wrong. 

But parts of the left often seems incapable of building strategies to win the majority even when such possibilities exist. It is especially sad as the understanding of UN as an institution of important defensive nature was one of the great achievements during the protests against COP15. Global popular movements including those primarily based in the South made Climate Justice Action aware of this with the result that the CJA platform is not opposing UN as such, it only states that one also have to go beyond addressing the UN and of course oppose the specific proposals from rich countries in the COP15 negotiations. This compromise now seems forgotten by some left wingers who prefer a total rejection of the UN including the understanding that underpinned the alliances behind CJA.

Assessing repression and the movement activities – to sign or not to sign.

Next panel was about what the movements had done during COP15. Here Tannie Nybøe from CJA claimed that the march December 12 lacked a coherent strong message. It became more and more clear that there were two movements. One believing in market mechanisms and green growth and one anti-capitalistic. She also addressed the enormous repression and the lack of trust in solidarity between groups in the movement. There was a need for immediate support as seven CJA spokes persons was going to trial soon beginning March 16.

Arne, chair of the construction workers union in Denmark put forward a program for sustainable transition of housing which his union was struggling for including a programme for supporting similar programmes in the rest of the world. He also had a more critical view on capitalism than the NGO speakers. Substantial and promising for future cooperation. Concerning the black block he claimed that they triggered the police intervention against the demonstration.

Niels Brøgger from MS/Actionaid that had been involved in the demonstration committee for the 12 December initiative as well as NGO coalitions as Peoples Climate Action and the 92 lobby group was beginning by stating he loved the civil society. He than claimed that the evaluation made by PCA had been superficial and not so deep. After this hope for a more thorough analysis he put forward a set of claims.

About the demonstration he said it was a great experience, nobody stated in advance 100 000 participants, there was clever speakers an people say it was a success. 

About the role of the police he stated that MS had made sharp statements. There had been problems with the black block but he did not want to talk more about this.

Then he started to talk about how bad it was that 100-200 black block activists that could not keep themselves away. He talked about the need for ”self-justice” that the demonstration defended itself. The lack of this gave the police an excuse for intervening. In a real large amount of Danish peoples eyes we were part of the cause for the problems that occurred. It is necessary for us to relate to what this common position in the Danish public opinion. There was no chance in contacting the black block during the demonstration. I tried. His point was made clear, all have to be totally against black block and organize so they can be kept out of large demonstrations.

After these claims about the need to not discuss very much repression but much about how to put limits to the black block he claimed that there was to much organizations and to little movement in the civil society in Denmark. One example he used was the trade unions. But also in general, organizations had lost it capacity to move people and instead focused on building organizations. This is in need of getting changed.

He also hoped for unity on a minimal platform. Everyone should be free to have different opinions but there should be some common ground. 

After these claims about the demonstration, the police, the black block, more movement and less organization building and unity on a minimal platform he explained why MS did not sign the Klimaforum system change not climate change platform. It was not at all because of the system critical content. Oh no, it was all about language. Common Danish people could not understand it. Since when MS do not sign complicated lobby texts who have both a specialist language and a political content hard to understand for ordinary people he did not inform us. Neither how one can trust an organization that wants to eat the cake and still have it left, who wants to be considered as among those sharing system critical values and be a positive part in creating a progressive platform for a broad climate coalition while at the same time the only reason for not signing such a platform already existing is the language. Her the old men power mechanisms disguised as young and progressive becomes explicitly clear. We have economic resources to chose whatever cooperation partners we want and arbitrary come and go from any coalition according to what is useful for the building of our organization, our organization is everything, the movement is nothing.

I made the great stupidity of getting upset both about the claims from the trade union leader and the NGO staff member from MS. The trade union accusation about the black block triggering the police operation was a bit upsetting when in fact the police triggered it by pushing the black block into the demonstration. Of course the black block should be criticized as well but the lack of proportion in the response from Danish organizations against the police provocation and then mass arrest of more than 900 demonstrators in a section of the march were only one bank window was smashed long before the mass arrest took place is bad. The lack of collective response from the main responsible organization in charge of the demonstration is especially horrendous. The answer on this accusation from Niels Brøgger was simple. MS had made strong statements against the police. This response from a MS staff shows the lack of listening to people. The claim was not made against the individual responses made by organization but the lack of collective response from the Danish demonstration committee.

Constructive ideas about sustainable transition

The seminar ended better when people from the Klimaforum and two spokespersons for transition towns finally could come with their contributions about the future. Now finally the meeting in Bolivia was brought up called for by the president Evo Morales. The spokespersons for transition towns were also constructive in such a way that did not only promote the positive possibilities in mobilizing locally but also put the whole movement in the context of system critical degrowth perspective. Thus the message was very different from the old Agenda 21 message after the Rio conference 1992 that tried to avoid any system critical message.

So when at first market oriented NGOs and the left promoted diverging old strategies from the times before Klimaforum and CJA there was a promising end to it. Hopefully further discussions in Denmark will make it possible to go forward rather than backward after COP15. It was announced that it now seems a possibility that Klimaforum will be turned into a Network for sustainable transition and that a Nordic climate camp will be held this summer to follow up on CJA. In the corridors plans started also for a summer camp and the lack of response from Danish organizations on the police was addressed bluntly.
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