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His Excellency, the Vice-President of the Philippines Jojemar Binay, our loyal friends and partners from the Philippine Senate, Sen. Teofisto Guingona and Sen. Panfilo Lacson, representatives of friends and partners from both houses of Congress,  representatives of our major partners - the European Union and NOVIB-OXFAM, representatives of multilateral and bilateral institutions, Mr. Roberto Bissio, Coordinator of global Social Watch, Mesdames Emily Sikazwe and Tanya Dawkins, co-Chairs of the International Coordinating Committee of Global Social Watch, members of the International Coordinating Committee, delegates and participants of Social Watch networks from 60 countries,   our very own delegates from the Philippines, friends, ladies and gentlemen:

In the name of Social Watch Philippines’ Convenors,--Action for Economic Reforms, Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement, Ms. Marivic Raquiza and myself—our secretariat staff, and  member organizations of our Social Watch Network and Alternative Budget Initiative,  we bid you welcome to the Fifth Social Watch Global Assembly here in Sulo Hotel,  Quezon City, Philippines.

Many of you have come a long, way from your own countries. We hope you have fully recovered from the rigors of your long journey. You have come during the time of our seasonal monsoon rains which have been accompanied by typhoons and floods, exacerbated by climate change.  We assure you, however, that we are holding our Global Assembly here in Quezon City, the official capital of the country, which is generally free from floods.

We hope, though, that you will have the opportunity to visit different parts of Metro Manila and the other 6,109 islands of the Philippines.  We Filipinos like to say that Manila is not the Philippines.  You still have to see our coconut trees, rice fields, waterfalls, lakes and most of all meet and talk with our people and discover our varied culture and arts.

To give you a small glimpse of our culture, the renowned Manila Concert Choir will sing some Filipino songs. During the welcome dinner tomorrow, the world famous Bayanihan Dance Troupe will give you a sample of our dances.

Sixteen years ago, in 1995, civil society organizations observing the global Social Development Summit in Copenhagen, Denmark agreed to organize themselves into Social Watch.  The objective was to monitor the implementation of commitments made by our respective country governments to social development. Original members of Social Watch include Isagani Serrano and Jagadananda who are here attending the Global Assembly. In 2000 Social Watch networks added the Millennium Development Goals to their monitoring, even as they warned that the MDGs can only be “minimum development goals.” 

Global Social Watch does not limit itself to the MDGs whose 2015 deadline is getting closer.  Our main concern is democracy and social and economic justice—hence, the theme: Claiming Democracy: Accounting for Economic and Social Justice.  We advocate the rights-based approach to human development, campaign for gender equity and stay in the forefront of the campaign for the environment and climate change preparedness. 

We are holding our Global Assembly in the Philippines which has a rich history of movements for democracy and social and economic justice.  The first revolution in Asia took place in the Philippines when Filipinos took up arms to free themselves from over three centuries of Spanish rule. We are celebrating the 150th anniversary of our national hero, Dr. Jose Rizal whose writings sparked the revolution.  We fought the United States of America who bought us from Spain for $20 million dollars.  We fought Japan during World War II, when it sought to annex us to their empire.  During the 1930’s peasants started the revolt for genuine agrarian reform—a struggle which continues even now.  

Of course, you are all familiar with the People Power revolution which saw the ouster of a dictator who imposed Martial Law for 14 years.

We are truly honored by the presence of our beloved Vice-President of the Philippines, himself a champion of democracy, economic and social justice.  We will be crafting our strategic plan in the next two days. We look forward to active participation from all our delegates and observers, as well as sound advice from our funders and institutional partners.  We will be debating what democracy means for our respective countries, the different regions and the global community at this time.  We will strategize how to ensure accountability for economic and social justice for all peoples.

The Philippines Weather Bureau has predicted two possible low pressure areas which might develop into typhoons within the week. Not to worry, we will be safe and sound in Sulo Hotel but we predict an outpouring and raining of ideas and whirlwinds of renewed commitments from our member networks.  Social Watch will be flooded with proposals for strategic directions and new programs.  Debates will not be so stormy, of course.  In the end however, there will be calm and peace among us as together we face global, as well as regional and national challenges.

In the meantime, welcome to the Philippines and Mabuhay!
