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FROM THE SOUTH: TOWARDS A NEW RELATIONSHIP AND A NEW AGENDA FOR LATIN AMERICAN MOVEMENTS AND NORTH AMERICAN FUNDERS

Miguel Alvarez Gándara

1. Introduction

Forging Alliances South and North was founded in 2002 as an effort for joint reflection and action in the face of new challenges facing funders and to promote spaces and agendas of encounter between social movements in Latin America and independent funders in the US.

This collective effort of dialogue and proposal for action emerges in the context of movements and initiatives that seek alternatives to the growing application in Latin America and the Caribbean of economic, political and military neo-liberalism which is conditioning the processes of development and democratization in the region, impacting in distinct and inequitable ways the terms of relationships between countries by prioritizing the interests of global capital. As such, this model disregards the autonomy of the peoples, the exercise of individual and collective rights, the preservation of peace, the protection and conservation of natural resources, and the obligation to build a sustainable future.

We began by seeking opportunities for contact and exchange with independent, non-governmental agencies interested in international funding and in relationships of support, solidarity and collaborative action to strengthen the contribution of civil society to just and sustainable development.

We see ourselves as a working group with certain experience and capacity to bring others together, made up of members from Latin America and the US, who for many years have maintained a broad range of contacts with civil society groups and other social, religious, and political actors. We have come together for the purposes described, and we seek to generate spaces and agendas in which there is increasing participation of other organizations and individuals.

What follows are some reflections that we propose as the basis of an agenda for dialogue regarding shared tasks for interested Latin American organizations and independent funders from the US.

2. The context

It is clear that social processes in Latin America have been affected by the constant changes that occur in the funding community. Currently these changes take place in the context of US hegemony which is simultaneously pushing neo-liberal free market policies and militarization globally. The result is an increase of social conflict and in turn of social and political mobilization.

Organized civil society in Latin America and the Caribbean, which is particularly critical of the long chain of aggression and intervention on the part of the US government and US-based transnational corporations, has initiated its processes and projects largely on the basis of European funding, both governmental and non-governmental. These relationships have produced mutual influence and mutual enrichment.

Given the process of diversification, articulation [ED: the reference is to the development of organizational structure and capacity], and maturation of social actors in Latin America, and specifically the reactivation of social movements, ForAL seeks to promote the direct participation of Latin American civil society groups in the transition that funders from the north are experiencing in the interest of a new type of horizontal relationships, more adequate to the challenges to the generation of viable alternatives.

3. The new situation of independent funders

It is our understanding that the funding community is experiencing a profound redefinition of its criteria and forms of work. Among the chief characteristics of this process:
-	The impact of the new global situation, the weakening of multilateral organizations (e.g., UN), the strengthening of the governments and perspectives of the North in the design of new policies and criteria for funders.
-	The application of a new funding logic centered on specific activities more than processes, in programs more than in institutions, on the basis of the conclusion that previous results did not meet expectations.
-	The continual elaboration of new Logic Models and the search for a new kind of project that meets criteria for concrete projects with measurable results.
-	The emergence of a new generation of funding agency staff who are removed from the earlier stage of relationships when direct contact and trust functioned as the basis for decisions.
-	The prioritization of other regions of the world, combined with lowered prioritization and funding for Latin American social processes. 
-	A disconnect in terms of how the characteristics and importance of the process in Latin America is viewed.
-	The reactivation of social movements, which are beginning to demand their due as priority counterparts for funding, as well as a relative distancing in the face of the diversification and multiplication of Latin American non-governmental organizations.
-	The appearance of paradoxes and contradictions as a  result of several simultaneous developments: advance in the articulation of the funding agencies according to their identify and mandate; strengthening of their direct participation and lobbying as independent civil organizations; growth of their relationships with governmental funds and criteria; emergence of a new discourse/line of thinking on alternatives/solutions; and the disconnect that results when the application of concrete funding policies for specific projects unfolds within the logic of the dominant model.

In any case, it is particularly worrying when, in this situation, the organizational and inter-organizational reflections of the funding agencies do not take place with substantive participation of and consultation with their own Latin American counterparts. The result is an unequal situation in which the processes viewed from here experience a disconnect that requires a re-examination of the relations and the agendas. It is to this challenge that ForAL, along with others, seeks to respond.

4. The new situation in Latin America

For the governments of the North, and for a good part of the funding agencies, the principal sign of democratic maturation has been the consolidation of the electoral process and alternation of power. On that basis, Latin America has become lower priority in the criteria and the funding levels of the agencies. However we have to insist that those processes are insufficient, and they have not led to a democratic transition toward justice. Neither do these political changes guarantee adequately civil participation and the valuing of social movements. Instead of withdrawing or reducing, funders should strengthen their presence and orient it toward these challenges.

On the other hand, Latin American base-level organizations and social movements continue to engage intensively in the generation of all sorts of efforts to analyze the situation and promote proposals.  In whatever form it takes, it is clear that civil society has reactivated outside of political party structures and it is promoting with great autonomy and vigor an agenda with perspectives and proposals that are very distinct from those of the governments and, in general, of the political parties.

This civil process, in which social movements are playing a leading role, has entered a moment of favorable conditions which is expressed in the multiplication of coalitions, networks, agendas, and priority actions, which have opened a process of reflection on a new subject and new actions that beg consideration in the funding context.

However this new moment of the social movements is not yet seen as central by northern funders, a fact that is worrying. Hence we see as our responsibility the promotion, from the South, of a pro-active attitude to seek out opportunities for in-depth dialogue regarding the situation in Latin America and the maturation of organizational structures and capacities as well as of alternatives regarding democracy and development.

5. Toward a new dialogue

In spite of good will, in essence the funding community maintains a structure of relationships that is vertical and paternalistic in many cases, in which the donation of funds justifies the imposition of conditions, criteria and methods that correspond to the interests of the donors, instead of being designed by the interest and the characteristics of the subjects and the processes that are chosen to be supported.

Hence we insist that the discussion and design of new funding criteria and methods  require a new kind of relationship, more horizontal and reciprocal, between the organizations of the South and of the North. With these new relations, favorable conditions will be created for a new collaborative agenda that implies the possibility of discussing the issues that characterize the current transition of the funding community. That is, being able to participate in the discussion of criteria, challenges, strategies, methodologies, projects and impacts is necessary in order to achieve the maturation of Latin American alternatives to the current development model.

Hence ForAL proposes the initiation of a formal stage of joint discussion of a previously agreed upon agenda in which are integrated the reflections of the funding community along with those that emerge from the civil and social dynamics of the region.

A reciprocal and complementary agenda will permit us to access a more free and frank level of discussion, beyond that rooted in a bilateral relationship centered on specific projects. Afterwards, and as a fruit of the discussion, we project the emergence of shared commitments or initiatives related to specific projects and funding models rooted in solidarity.

6. Towards a common agenda

There is an urgent need for a dialogue process between civil and social organizations and US funders and networks. This process – which should produce growing consensus, representation, and levels of dialogue – can proceed on the solid foundation of a joint agenda that reflects the discussions that are taking place from both perspectives.

Such a joint agenda should include issues such as:
-	A critical examination of the current economic model and the manner in which it is promoted through government funding programs, with the idea of promoting alternative processes that are rooted in a different assessment of justice and equality.
-	Design of systems of accompaniment and mutual support to promote in each country the pursuit of alternative and democratic values that contribute simultaneously to the construction of a new global, regional and national reality.
-	The growth of independent philanthropy as a consequence of the solidarity of individuals and groups (civil, religious, academic, etc.)  that work in the countries of the North as a means of supporting processes of justice and development in the South.
-	The re-conceptualization of the logic, identity and strategy of a new kind of philanthropy based on solidarity and a new model of collaborative processes and projects in which the funding is rooted, and not the reverse.
-	The necessity of establishing a new kind of relationship at every level, including the financial, so that the image is not a "generous ticket office" to which one goes in conditions of inferiority to solicit funding. Although it would be an improvement, the idea is also not to establish relationships in which the assistance is a form of reparations or compensation to our exploited societies. Rather, it is about a horizontal relationship with regard to a common project in which the possibilities of change are built on a basis of reciprocity.
-	The definition of new funding criteria, which can no longer be either solely those of the institution, nor solely geographic. It is necessary to advance in the definition of thematic criteria and in a broader geographic parameters.
-	It is necessary to generate a new kind of relationship on at least two levels: the establishment of a reciprocal and horizontal support agreement for specific processes, that is, an agreed upon political agenda that projects are designed to implement; and in this context, the provision of financial support on the basis of the fulfillment of that political agreement. [ED. "Political" in this context refers to the process addressed throughout this paper of challenging the dominant model; it does not refer to any electoral process or relationship with any political parties.]
-	The redefinition of strategic funding that makes sense beyond the realization of the specific project precisely on the basis of the agenda of the bilateral relationship and the definition of issues. The projects, while oriented toward concrete actions, make sense to the extent that they promote social processes, and it is the processes that provide the keys for the orientation and evaluation of the projects.
-	It is necessary to promote processes and projects led by base-level organizations and social movements.
-	It is necessary, particularly with regard to armed conflicts and peacebuilding, to generate an appropriate logic and methodology. A simple development perspective does not apply. Peacebuilding implies other tasks.
-	Besides the criteria related to action, it is also necessary to consider new criteria from the perspective of the identity and mandate of the funding agencies. For example, non-governmental or religious support cannot be based on governmental criteria nor depend on governmental funding.
-	We should promote a process of dialogue with other funder networks and agencies, as well as with other civil society organizations in Latin America.
-	It would be helpful to create channels of discussion and exchange between US and Canadian funders and counterparts in Europe to examine the lessons and the evolution of European funding work in the region.
-	It is necessary to engage in dialogue with decision-making levels within the funding community and not just with those who implement policies.
-	It is necessary to promote new sources of funding on the basis of solidarity, conceived not in a framework of support for the weak but in a bilateral framework that establishes a joint agenda. Solidarity opens and diversifies other sources of funding.

While this agenda is focused on the funding community, it seems to us that the agenda should expand to include the problems, issues, subjects, or fields of action that funders are interested in supporting, with the understanding that each one of these will need its own specific  criteria and methodologies that cannot, and should not, be generalized. Moreover, the agenda is based on dialogue and a collaborative effort, and not just on the fact of the funding.

The process will incorporate other social themes in the discussion, which will permit the identification of strategic criteria and inter-institutional projects that nurture concrete actions that are strategic and that will have a multiplier effect for the process and its subjects.

In summary, we call for dialogue and collaborative efforts with the independent funding community in the search for a new kind of projects that is more adequate to the strategic challenges and the need for viable alternatives in Latin America.



