Observations by Enrique Ortiz
 6 March 2006
Gerardo Pisarello

Sebastián Tedeschi

Nelson Saule

Joe Schechla

Dear colleagues:

Attempting to comply with our calendar toward Vancouver, I am sending a first general observation on the Charter text proposed by Joe. It is limited to the title itself and the reaches of the Charter.
________________ . _______________

The central issue, to be debated in the process of integrating a universal text acceptable for all the regions, is that of the specificity itself of the Charter.
· The city, or
· the whole of urban and rural communities that make up human habitat.
The profound sense of this dilemma does not lie, in my opinion, in the exclusion that might be implied by leaving predominantly rural regions out of the text. The central issue is that of the countryside-city articulation. It is accepting without any question that, in the pendulum of priorities imposed by the powerful and their allies (UN-WB-IMF, etc.), the city today is held up as the motor of development, as the central actor of international competitivity, as privileged interlocutor of the transnational corporations that promote and control the economic globalization processes.
Declaring unviable and abandoning the rural sphere today appears to lead us to a countryside without people, handily facilitating the appropriation by those who control the world economy of the natural resources, the land, and the popular knowledge and know-how of the rural people. It also contributes to deepen the more profound disarticulation of the social struggles.
How can we avoid falling into this trap while drafting the Charter?
The right to the city makes sense when it exists alongside the right to inhabit the countryside with dignity. Within the roundtable discussion on the Charter that we organized within the workshop on the Right to the City at the Caracas WSF, several participants expressed the need to articulate both themes. There appear to be several options:

i. That proposed by Joe, reflecting the concerns expressed by other regions registered in Barcelona, to open the scope of the Charter beyond cities. Joe resolves it by adding the concept of community and emphasizes the inclusivity of the concept adding ‘human rights habitat.’

ii. A second option commented in the Barcelona workshop is to title it the World Charter for the right to a place to live, that integrates rural and urban habitat without distinctions.
iii. Another option would be to produce two charters oriented to the specific issues of each sphere, articulating the two through a common preamble.
iv. Others

Observations

i. Joe’s proposal preserves the term right to the city which in the Latin American case is already in circulation and forms part both of debates on city-related topics and of the demands of urban social movements. Regarding the term community, which intends to include the rural settlements and towns that do not reach the category of city, there are certain problems in its definition and understanding in different languages.
· Community in English refers first of all to the persons of a given population or district, to the group of persons who live together, and qualifies the whole of goods and ideas that they share.
· Comunidad in Spanish refers to an association of persons who have a common interest, who share a culture, a way of seeing life or a rule of co-inhabitance. This implies that several communities may co-exist in a city or town.
The difference is subtle but important, given that the Charter is directed to all the inhabitants of a settlement, recognizes its diversity, and is of universal application.

The first relevant antecedent to the Charter, in which a solution was sought on this very issue, was the Treaty signed in Rio de Janeiro by the Brazilian Forum for Urban Reform, FCOC and HIC, in which the whole of urban and rural human settlements is covered under the title: “For just, democratic and sustainable cities, towns and villages.”
Already in that case, we ran into problems in the terminology referring to the diverse sizes and categories of settlements at the moment of their translation into different languages.
Human rights habitat, for its part, could be translated into Spanish in a similar way as in the European Charter to Safeguard Human Rights in the City, as derechos humanos en el habitat, which would leave the title proposed by Joe as:

· Carta sobre el derecho a la ciudad y la comunidad como derechos humanos en el hábitat, or something along those lines. However, while it is clear in English, it is confusing in Spanish.
ii. A title that integrates both the rural and the urban, and is easily translatable to other languages, would be: “World Charter for the right to a place to live.” After many debates on the issue, that is the name we gave many years ago in HIC to our campaign for the right to housing. The idea then was to not limit this right to access to a mere blanket or house. 
However, this concept does not capture the collective dimension and the wealth of contents gathered in the Charter project broadly developed to date. It appears to be limited to housing, services, and the most immediate surroundings.
iii. The third option aims to articulate two instruments specifically focused on rural and urban habitats respectively through a common preamble.

Sofía Monsalve of FIAN mentioned in Caracas that FIAN in coordination with Vía Campesina participates in the drafting of a Convention on human rights in the rural sphere, which may be an opportunity to articulate the two initiatives. This would also enable the opening of the sphere of our debates to other actors and the building of greater social force to advance both instruments.
This proposal also presents difficulties. One immediate and practical one would be attempting to coordinate and articulate two ongoing dynamics.
Another more profound difficulty has to do with the central motive that is implicit in these initiatives. The equitable usufruct of land, infrastructure, facilities, and inhabitable and public recreation spaces, is the central issue in the case of the city. In the case of the rural-focused instrument, the central motives are equitable distribution of means of production (including land and water) and the right to actively participate in the control of the territory, natural resources, and decisions that impact the countryside. 
These difficulties do not annul the possibility to have two articulated instruments.
iv. Another possibility that could be explored is that of opening the Charter, from its first paragraphs, with a philosophical-poetic definition of city, as the place of human encounter, exchange, and co-inhabitance. As such it does not depend on the size or location of a human conglomerate, but rather on the sense itself of living together in a determined place.
Knowing that the technicalities of the urbanists, lawyers, economists, demographers, and other experts, and the solemn postures of some politicians and academics, would be opposed to such an approach, it would be good to try it from the perspective of the people.
After all, the character of all city is based on the original relation of a human group to a specific place, with its climate, its resources, and its landscape. From this original relation emerge cultures and open the courses of history of all human settlements.
This would obviate the problems mentioned in point (i) and would open again the possibility to establish consensus around a World Charter for the Right to the City. However, it would complicate precise distinction of the specificity of the whole of urban problems.
Whatever the option may be that is preferred by the collective promoting the Charter, it is necessary to more explicitly clarify in the Preamble the countryside-city link in today’s context. This implies considering that the countryside-city relation, in times of civilization change such as we are living today, is no longer limited to that which occurs between the urban conglomeration and its immediate surroundings. In today’s world, relations between the urban and the rural also exist through flows of information and virtual control, through the electronic media handled from the large global cities and the global nodes and enclaves subordinated to them in our countries.
I don’t know if these disquisitions are helpful, but in some way we should address this issue. What do you all think?
Fraternally,
Enrique Ortiz
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