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Inger V. Johansen and Gitte Pedersen, Transform!Danmark 
 
Reader based on results of conference “Building Red-Green 
Alternatives: Can Commons Challenge Neoliberalism from Below?” 
Copenhagen, 18 March 2017  
 
 
Morning plenary: defending public goods and transforming society 
 
The plenary in the morning on defending public goods and transforming society had two very 
different inspiring speeches: One by Tom Kucharz (Spain) addressing the concrete challenges of 
liberalization of the Commons – by the so-called free trade agreements. The other by Satoko 
Kishimoto (Amsterdam), was an academic contribution based on her research on the experiences 
of privatization and remunicipalization globally, including new and very interesting materiel. 
 
Tom Kucharz (Spain, Ecologistas en Acción):  
“How to use Commons in defending public goods and transforming society” – The threat of 
privatisation of public goods and services in Europe and globally. Experiences from concrete 
struggles against TTIP, CETA, etc. and other so-called “free trade” agreements in Europe and 
elsewhere.  
 
Tom Kucharz said that the EU has presented itself as a promoter of peace, but that it is attacking 
social rights and its policies have led to more social inequality and exclusion. Market 
fundamentalism and the extreme right feed each other, he added. Can we get out of the crisis 
without the state and the market?  
EU elites are pushing for a new attack: colonization of resources. We should stop TTIP and CETA. 
The extreme right wing does not have any alternatives. We must learn from the feminist 
movements in e.g. Latin America. To attack the whole system came from the feminist movement. 
There is an attack on public services. Politics is used in the mafia way, Tom underlined. 
Governments are lured into this. The way is to take away and privatize the common goods – even 
the infrastructure of common goods. With CETA they are preparing economic crimes. With this 
they are preparing not to allow remunicipalization in the future. Exception clauses in the treaties 
can’t be used. Even if we stop the trade agreements, there is still the broad neo-liberal agenda of 
the EU. The key elements of our problems are capitalism and neo-liberalism.  
In southern Europe privatizations have been fatal – see e.g. with regard to the health system in 
Greece. But with Trump, Merkel and Le Pen – from where to get the alternatives? The only places 
are the new municipal communities. In Spain we have seen progressive coalitions in some cities – 
but how to change the institutions? The main issues are not touched upon by the new 
municipalities. It is not an automatic process. We need strong social movements to put pressure 
for change. In Barcelona, the big companies have huge ownership of electricity. At the same time 
as there is energy poverty in Spain. We need municipalities to disobey privatizations, austerity and 
cuts, Tom Kucharz ended.  
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Satoko Kishimoto (Japan, Transnational Institute, Amsterdam; Coordinator of the Public 
Alternative project in TNI and Reclaiming Public Water Network since 2005. Her latest edited book 
is Our Public Water Future: The global experience with remunicipalisation, 2015):  
“Reclaiming public services as Commons: strategies for Remunicipalisation and 
Democratisation” 
In the past 15 years, there have been at least 235 cases of water remunicipalisation in 37 
countries, affecting more than 100 million people. Despite growing evidence failure, promotion of 
privatisation and PPPs has remained strong as a solution for financing public services and 
infrastructure. Local authorities are facing a major challenge in how to finance public services and 
infrastructure without entering into PPPs and other neoliberal options. 
 
Satoko explained that her focus had been on how to fight the ideological privatization policy. 
Failures of privatization are unsustainable, she said. There is no gain from privatization. She 
mentioned as an example the forced privatization of water in Athens and Thessaloniki. 235 cities 
in 37 countries all over the world have reversed the privatization of water to public control, she 
underlined. She mentioned Buenos Aires, Paris, Berlin, Jakarta and there are many more. It is 
complex to transfer from private to publicly owned institutions. We will have to educate citizens in 
the functioning of publicly owned institutions.  
Concerning remunicipalization there is a threat from CETA and other trade agreements and 
investor protection, Satoko said. We will have to cooperate with trade unions to prevent them. In 
two months’ time a survey will be published by the Transnational Institute showing 821 cases of 
remunicipalization at global level. 347 cases from Germany are in the energy sector. 147 cases in 
France are water cases. In the Nordic countries, the cases are especially in the health and welfare 
sectors. There are 5 cases in Denmark. 
Regarding remunicipalization, energy is the largest sector. Especially in Germany: 37 new cases 
until 2015. In Denmark, there are user cooperatives – which are not seen as private.  In 
Copenhagen, a wind farm has been funded by the City. There are also hybrid cases. 
We need to build a red and green alternative strategy, Satoko Kishimoto concluded. See her 
powerpoint presentation here. 
 
 
Parallel seminars in the afternoon dealt with different concrete aspects of Commons: One on the 
dangers of extraction of natural resources with contributors Sukhgerel Dugersuren (Mongolia), 
and Jens Heinrich (Greenland). The second seminar focused on commons and cooperatives where 
Chantal Delmas of the transform! Commons working group contributed, as well as Julieta Paredes 
(Bolivia), and Fred Freundlich (Basque Country, USA and Spain).  
 
 
Seminar 1: The dangers of extraction – keeping raw materials in the ground 
 
Jens Heinrich (Greenland, political consultant in the Danish parliament, Inuit Ataqatigiit. PhD in 
arctic culture, language and literature):  
“Mineral resources in Greenland seen from a historical perspective. The background for the 
current situation” 

http://www.transformdanmark.dk/wp-content/uploads/satoko-td17.pdf
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Greenland is rich in raw materials and some Greenland politicians wish to make the most of this to 
the benefit of the economy. Plans for extraction include extraction of uranium and fossil oil. What 
are the consequences of this for the environment, for the climate and for the population?  
 
Jens Heinrich focused on the historical background to the present conditions and made a short 
introduction about Greenland: 2 billion Euros GNP; a quarter of this comes from a block grant 
from Denmark; population size about 56.000; only 40% of the population have an education above 
basic public school level. Greenland achieved Home Rule from Denmark in 1979; autonomy in 
2009; expecting independence. Jens Heinrich explained that the exploitation of minerals is 
regarded as a potential “gold mine” – important as since 2009 the block grant will not be raised, 
with a consequent still larger gap in the economy. Greenland economy is based on the export of 
maritime resources, but tourism is on the rise. A few years ago, Greenland lifted the zero 
tolerance ban concerning radioactive materials, only one vote divided the parties in the Greenland 
parliament. The question is whether the environment should be sacrificed in order to make an 
income. There is uranium in the area in Southern Greenland, which is also attractive for farming 
and tourism and which would most likely be heavily affected; doubts from outside (investors) 
because of the political disagreement on uranium. The security aspect of possible export of 
uranium and influx of foreign workers to mine projects is a Danish responsibility and puts strain on 
the relationship between Greenland and Denmark. Mine projects could also transform Greenland 
society and culture radically. The opportunities are huge but also the consequences, Jens Heinrich 
concluded. However, he underlined that often plans are stretched over decades in Greenland. 
There has also been talk about extraction of oil which never happened. Since 2009 Greenland 
gradually took over mineral resources. 
Inuit Ataqitigiit (IA), the radical left party (one third of the votes in Greenland, part of the 
Greenland coalition government, one seat in the Danish parliament) is in favour of low-scale 
projects. The party is opposed to the extraction of uranium, but not of other minerals on a low 
scale. 
 
Sukhgerel Dugersuren (Mongolia, Executive Director of Oyu Tolgoi Watch, human rights and 
environmental defender):  
“Extraction in Mongolia” 
Since early 2000s there has been heavy extraction in South Gobi Desert to the detriment of 
environment, human communities and animals in this ecologically sensitive region. Traditionally 
local communities are nomadic herders roaming with their animals through thin pastures of the 
Gobi. Large mining corporations have taken away not only pastures but most importantly the life 
sustaining water resources in this desert environment. The corporation do not recognize traditional 
rights of indigenous population extracting underground water at 870 m3 per second rate for their 
mega mines.  
 
Sukhgerel Dugersuren described Mongolia as a nomadic society. Two thirds of the country are 
desert. The last 5 years have seen a doubling of seismic arsenic in the ground – which is not toxic 
as long as it is kept in the ground. Extraction and liberalization has meant an overall fundamental 
change in society. It dominates everything. Mongolia is dependent on one market – China, and 
one product – minerals.  All political parties are captured by Capital, she said. Everything is being 
liberalized. There is a brain drain.  
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Economic policy reform has meant liberalization, investor friendly policy framework, 
diversification. Job creation: mining 5% and 40% agriculture. Economic growth: GDP was 17% in 
2011 according to the World Bank, 7,6% bankrupt. Sukhgerel explained that Mongolia received an 
IMF bailout loan in 2009 after “teetering on the verge of economic collapse” and requested again 
in February 2015. In 2017, the IMF has agreed to give 440 Million dollars bailout in Extended Fund 
Facility program. Mongolia created a Council for Protection of Investor Rights in 2017. 
Sukhgerel concluded that extractivism had meant a loss of independence. It is captured by Capital. 
In the debate she underlined the importance of having laws to protect against extraction, Capital 
and their interests. Everything has been done to promote wind and sun energy, she said. But the 
big companies prefer coal.   
 
 
Seminar 2: Commons and Cooperatives – and the struggle against privatisation? 
 
This seminar was conducted as a workshop, with an inter-action between the participants, who 
discussed the talks in small groups after each speech. It was a very good form of organizing a 
workshop because the participants became active and the following discussion with the speakers 
became more qualified. The speakers were very different in their approach, as Julieta Paredes 
chose to make a performance of her message to the participants, while Chantal Delmas and Fred 
Freundlich made their contributions as talks. 
 
Chantal Delmas (France, co-coordinator of transform! europe’s working group on Commons and 
of the project on social re-appropriation in Espaces Marx):  
“What can bring the concept of Commons into the Labour Movement?” 
How can the labour movement fight against “There Is No Alternative”?; The question of ownership 
in the private and public sector; May we rethink institutions and the question of state through the 
concept of Commons? 
 
Chantal Delmas briefly introduced the Commons working group of transform! europe, which she is 
part of. They have arrived at a point that Commons can be used as concept and practice for 
alternatives in many fields. Contributions by researchers are mixed with contributions by actors in 
the fields of water, territory, labour etc. Chantal defined Commons as both subversive and 
generalizable. She explained that there is no Common in itself – but it is a social construction, a 
social process decided by a community in a democratic way. Pooling practice can decide what is 
common. Another important thing is that there is no right of ownership of a common, it is defined 
by the right of use. This is what defines the subversive character of Common, as the right of use is 
neither recognized in capitalist private property nor in public property. Public property is more 
complex, as the state often doesn’t choose between welfare state and market state. The state is 
often an instrument to help capital regenerate its surplus value. Chantal underlined that she did 
not oppose public and common services, but rather wished to show how they can be misdirected 
and to discuss what can be done to democratize them. 
She proceeded with the consequences of the distortion between production and those who 
possess it, as the producers are dispossessed of their work for the benefit of the shareholders. She 
went on to discuss the possibilities of cooperatives, which change the relation of employees to 
one another (one man one vote). Chantal’s final discussion was how to move in the direction of 
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the Common, of the social re-appropriation of enterprises. In this she took up a discussion of 
various concrete measures to do this: to deduce the remuneration of capital; expanding 
democracy; to increase the meaning of work; finally, one main subject: the question of 
establishing the institution of the Common. Can we move towards a common society in this way? 
 
Julieta Paredes (Bolivia, poet and author, part of Women Creating Community, co-founder of 
Mujeres Creando, a Bolivian anarcha-feminist collective):  
“Women creating Community” 
How to create Community from the perspective of indigenous women? How does the Community 
relate to society as a whole? How can communities improve the role of indigenous women?  
 
Julieta Paredes talked about her experience with creating community among indigenous women. 
The community is a central concept for Bolivian indigenous people as they live in communities. 
She stressed the importance of feminist women creating their own communities, and hereby 
underlining that community not necessarily is a fixed place. Different kinds of feminists can make 
different kinds of community. She ended her performance by singing a song with great applause 
from the audience.  
 
Fred Freundlich (Basque Country, USA, a professor of cooperative enterprise and cofounder of a 
masters’ program on the social economy at the Faculty of Business, Mondragon University in the 
Basque Country of Spain):  
“The Commons in the Core Economy? Potential Clues from the Mondragon Cooperative 
Experience”  
Mondragon is a large, integrated network of over 100 worker cooperatives in many sectors. Over 
50 years of experience, Mondragon has developed a perspective on the Commons and the 
enterprise that many people think is important to social change movements. This perspective is 
based on broad worker ownership in the core economy within a framework of solidarity and 
intercooperation among enterprises. 
 
For Fred Freundlich’s presentation his overhead presentation is essential. It shows the ideas: The 
Common in today’s economy exemplified with e.g. the Hydraulic pump. The use of Common is for 
the common good and not for private gain, Fred underlined. He explained that Mondragon might 
offer clues of how to move towards “The Commons” in the core economy. Mondragon is a 
network of approx. 100-120 cooperative enterprises and 128 subsidiaries-affiliates in four broad 
areas. There is a 74,000 work force and 11.3 billion revenues. Cooperatives are worker-owned, not 
user-owned. 
They are situated in the Basque Country of Spain, where the first cooperative company was set up 
in 1955-56. In the beginning a values project building on Catholic thought focusing on human 
dignity, fairness, hard work, community – solidarity with individual accountability, cooperation – 
shared wealth. The worker-owned cooperatives today build on the following core principles: 
Democratic governance + widespread participation in daily decisions: distribution of profits among 
all employees; egalitarianism – in business policy, practiced and work relations.   
The last part of Fred’s contribution was a concrete presentation of the structures and gains of the 
Mondragon cooperative enterprise (see overhead presentation). 

http://www.transformdanmark.dk/wp-content/uploads/FreundlichMondragonCommonsDnmrk.pdf
http://www.transformdanmark.dk/wp-content/uploads/FreundlichMondragonCommonsDnmrk.pdf

