Box 11.2
Twenty years of global civil society events: the rise and fall of parallel summits, the novelty of global days of action

In the last two decades global civil society has become a visible force in events – often with thousands of participants - organised by cross border networks of social movements, associations and international NGOs. From 1990 to 2008, the authors of this box have surveyed 244 parallel summits and similar events; building on the definition devised for the study that opened this line of research in the first edition of the Global Civil Society Yearbook (Pianta, 2001). We define these types of global civil society events as follows:

· events organised by national and international civil society groups with international participation, independently of the activities of states and firms;

· events that may result from the autonomous initiative of civil society, or may coincide with, or be related to official summits of governments and international institutions;

· events addressing global issues, or the same problems as official summits, with a critical perspective on government and business policies;

· events using the means of public information and analysis, political mobilisation and protest, and alternative policy proposals; and 

· events with or without formal contacts with the official summits (if there is one). 

Events have been identified by searching the websites of civil society networks and INGOs, as well as websites, newspapers, and magazines that follow such gatherings. While by no means exhaustive, this survey spans a wide range of events, topic and locations, reflecting the evolution of global events.
The rise and stabilisation of global events
The evolution of global civil society events is shown in Figure 11.3, reporting the number of global events from 1990 to 2008. The early 1990s saw a modest presence of such initiatives, mainly in the forms of parallel summits to IMF-World Bank meetings and other summits of international organisations. The late 1990s saw the emergence of large civil society fora parallel to the major UN conferences on social development, women and other global issues. From 1999, with the protest in Seattle against the WTO, the rise of events is dramatic. First it is driven by the proliferation of protest events against all sorts of gatherings of political and economic institutions. Then, after the first World Social Forum held in Porto Alegre, Brasil, in 2001, there is a proliferation of events associated with regional or thematic social forums. In 2003, with the start of the US war in Iraq, global protests address the issue of peace. At the same time, there is also a broadening of themes, with specific global gatherings focusing on social, gender, migration and other issues. The peak reached in 2005 is the result of the simultaneous presence of all these types of cross-border mobilisations: parallel summits, social forums, anti-war protests, ‘emerging’ global issues. Since 2006 the wave of global protest – against neoliberal globalisation and war – slows down and global civil society events unfold with the more ‘regular’ succession of social forums and meetings parallel to the  summits of G8/G20, IMF-WB, WTO and UN organisations, with fewer specific cross-border events. Until 2008 we find a stabilisation of events at a level that is about half the frequency found at the peak of global mobilisations.
Events tend to include an international conference, often a street demonstration, and occasional grassroots meetings and media-oriented initiatives. Participation ranged from the  

millions of people that joined the global days of action against war in Iraq in 2003, 2004 and 2005, to social forums gathering thousands of activists, to conferences of a few hundred activists with more specific interests or events of regional scope, especially in the South.

Global events move South
Parallel summits started in the North and have rapidly moved South and all over the world, as shown by Figure 11.4. In the period 1990-2003 almost two thirds of recorded events were in Europe and North America; in 2004-2008 this share is down to a little more than one third. The move to the South has been led by Latin America and Asia-Oceania, that reached shares of 24 per cent and 20 per cent respectively in 2004-2008, with also Africa showing significant increases. Global days of action, with events spread in all continents, are a major novelty, with one sixth of all cases in 2004-2008, as opposed to just 3 per cent in the previous period.
Civil society declares independence
A similar shift is found in the nature of the events that are organised, shown in Figure 11.5. In the period 1990-2003 almost two thirds of events were parallel summits, evenly divided between those addressing UN conferences; G7, IMF-WB or WTO summits; and other international or regional official summits. In 2004-2008 this share had fallen to 40 per cent. Conversely, a major rise is found for the global gatherings of civil society that are independent from international institutions: social forums are now well established in all continents and increased their relevance from 12 to 20 per cent of all events. Even greater has been the rise of events such as global days of action – against wars, trade liberalisation, poverty, climate change, etc – and international gatherings of activists fighting for ‘emerging’ global issues such as the rights of women, migrants and indigenous people, labour issues, disarmaments or conflicts. Together they increased their share of global events form 23 to 40 per cent over the two periods.
Key actors in organising such events include activist networks, international NGOs as well as national associations and NGOs, with some presence of trade unions and local groups. In some cases, the number of organisations active in the coordinating bodies of global events (such as social forums) is more than 400; in most cases however it is below 50.
The issues of global activism
For each event, the three main fields of activity of the organisations involved have been identified (Figure 11.6). In more than half the events development and economic issues – such as finance and trade – are prominent; democracy in global governance is relevant in close to 40 per cent of events – typically social forums and G8 or UN summits. The environment, labour and trade unions, human rights and peace follow, with shares between 25 and 30 per cent. Student and youth groups, organisations active in migration issues, humanitarian emergencies, gender, religion or gay/lesbian issues follow with shares each below 10 per cent. In the coalitions launching global events, however, one can see a convergence of groups active in disparate fields, especially in the urgency of anti-war protest or in broad-based social forums. This is consistent with evidence from surveys of organisations involved in cross border activism, showing that they have joined campaigns in fields different from their own, when the need arose (Pianta and Silva 2003b; della Porta, 2009).

The objectives of global civil society events are multiple, but there is a visible shift from protest against international powers – mainly against the policies of neoliberal globalisation – to the proposal of alternatives, as well as to the creation of permanent networks within civil society. Political confrontation with governments and global powers is important (della Porta, 2007). Conversely, lobbying of official summits remains relevant in fewer cases, typically associated with UN Summits (Pianta 2005).
Preliminary evidence on the impact of such events suggests that the strongest effect is on civil society itself, changing the agenda and activities of a large number of organisations and leading to the rise of global activist networks. In some cases the impact is significant also on public opinion and the international media. Much less impact is found on the policies of national governments and international organisations, although global events can be part of longer term mobilisations that may eventually affect the framing of global issues and policy actions on them (see Utting et al. 2012).
The evolution of global civil society events in the last two decades can be understood as the overlapping of two distinct processes. On the one hand, there is clear cycle of protest, with the rise and fall of parallel summits protesting neoliberal globalisation; it had a long preparation in the 1990s, took off in 1999, peaked in 2005 and rapidly declined in recent years. It is interesting to note that after the global crisis of 2008 widespread protests have emerged, but mainly at the national level; activism perhaps has not yet developed the cross border networks that are needed for global protests.
On the other hand, there is a slow rise and stabilisation, over the past two decades, of the ‘independent’ ability of civil society organisations and networks to meet regularly, set their own agenda, deliberate about policy alternatives, beyond the urgency to protest global powers. A consolidation is visible of cross-border structures that make civil society a visible – and permanent – player on the global scene. These activities are first directed at civil society itself, building knowledge, solidarity, common experiences and network links. Such foundations represent the basis for confronting and contesting the power of governments and international institutions on specific global issues.
In the overlapping of the cycle of protest and the rise of an ‘independent’ global structure of civil society, activists have built shared identities, common framing of issues, joint strategies and forms of action, typical of what have been defined as ‘global justice movements’ (della Porta, 2007).
Global events have reflected the activities of organisations and networks and show three main patterns:

- a widening across continents and countries of the actions undertaken, with a declining role of events in Europe and North America, but with rising global days of protests;
- a deepening of activists’ efforts, moving from protest to the proposal of alternatives, although with a highly uncertain and uneven impact on policies;

- a convergence on the priorities of development, economic justice, peace and democratic global governance of groups active on several different themes.

The reaction of civil society to the global crisis of 2008 has so far mainly emerged at the national level, with domestic urgencies – austerity, unemployment, poverty, political turmoil – taking priority over international initiatives. In many countries organisations – often facing declining resources – appear to have refocused on their ‘core issues’ of domestic activism, leading to fewer global events. The global nature of the crisis, however, is a new challenge waiting for the response of global civil society.
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