
	
		
			EDITORIAL

			The ‘arbre à palabres’ on the Web 

			Imma Tubella | President of the UOC

			On a recent trip to Dakar, my friend Thierno told me that there is a generational phenomenon in Africa that is threatening the continent’s most deeply rooted social organisation. Besieged by unemployment, pessimism and the temptations of emigration to false El Dorados, young people no longer participate in community life and are fleeing from the advice of their elders.
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			In their desperation, they have found new referents in their quest for an opportunity for a supposedly better life, either on the social networks on the Internet or in the patera boats. As connectivity rises (in the last decade, the number of Internet users rose 1,400% to almost 70 million, and within two years more than half the population of Africa, around 500 million, is expected to have a mobile phone), many young Africans are practically moving into the cybercafés on border cities like Dakar or Tétouan in the hope of developing a virtual relationship that will open the doors to a picture-perfect Europe, from which many of them will return disenchanted or forcibly repatriated. In the next issue of Walk In, we will examine the drama of clandestine emigration in more depth.

			Thierno bemoaned the fact that these young adults do not look towards their own communities when forging their future. Instead of seeking solutions gathering around the l’arbre à palabres as African societies have traditionally done, they get lost on the Web and break the generational chain. According to tradition, the arbre à palabres is the tree, often a baobab, under whose shadow settlements are built and the community sits down to discuss life in society.

			Logically, we cannot blame young Africans for wanting to be connected with the world, and perhaps for this reason the opportunities that the web offers to break this generational rift should be seized upon. With Thierno, the Executive Director of the Olympafrica Foundation, which has opened social integration centres through sports and Olympic values in 47 countries around the continent, we have set out to plant a virtual arbre à palabres which adds value to the traditional community decision-making on the virtual social networks more widely used by young Africans. It is a collaborative network for community participation, a democratic wiki based on the values of local governance.

			We have commemorated 60 years of human rights, 20 years since the end of the Cold War and one year of a diluted hope called Obama without having witnessed major progress in the governability of the global world. As a result, the existence of a single model of democracy is beginning to be questioned, and the much-needed subsidiarity (decision-making as close to citizens as possible) is once again coming to the fore, a subsidiarity that respects the cultural values of the communities exercising it. In the Walk In you are holding now, we have striven to survey the status of the freedoms and human rights.

			Perhaps the least-explored kind of subsidiarity is the kind made possible by the Internet. The Universal Declaration of Emerging Human Rights, adopted at the Universal Forum of Cultures Barcelona 2004 and Monterey 2007, updates the 1948 version and recognises the value of knowledge, the principle of social inclusion and the right to participatory democracy as tools for developing a full, more peaceful, equitable and fair society. This hints at progress towards a wiki world. The paradox is that last summer even the US army launched a 90-day open wiki cooperation project encouraging all the troops to revise seven of its strategic manuals. Participation was not very high, but it shows that in any field on-the-ground experience and knowledge, best practices and the values of local culture are the most reliable roadmap for good governance. And the Web makes this possible. 
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