
2012 Organizers Dialogue in Bolivia
Report back from Cory Muldoon to Grassroots Supporters

Thanks for Your Support!
Allies and Friends,
Thanks for contributing to may participation in the Organizers Dialogue in Bolivia.  I am honored by the response 
that I received in support of my personal and professional development.   I am happy to report that it was an excit-
ing and enlightening experience.  Over the course of five days we met with 14 social movement leaders, reporters, 
activists, and former elected officials.  Though it was just a glimpse of the work that is done here, I was inspired by 
the impact and sheer volume of activity that is completed with very minimal resources.   Organizations led com-
pletely by volunteers have forced the resignation of presidents, stopped the privatization of water resources, and 
successfully fought to add their language to the Constitution of Bolivia.  While the dynamic is certainly different 
here, I am sure to bring many lessons home from this experience and hopefully integrate them into our efforts to 
create positive change for our communities.  I am also happy to report that through a combination of good will 
and good luck, Laura was able to participate in the Dialogue as well.  After we were able to raise a good amount of 
the program fee, the Dialogue organizer invited us to participate by paying our own way as we went along mak-
ing it possible for Laura to be there and for us to keep our budget.  I know that money can be tight and that you 
decided to invest in my experience and development is truly humbling.  I thank you for the opportunity.  Here you 
will find a quick overview of the Dialogue experience and activities.  Let me know if you want more info.

Thanks again and take care,
Cory (and Laura)

Delegation members with leaders of the primary community organization in El Alto, FEJUVE.  Their Secretary General Richard 
Chimal Salco (left side in purple shirt) said that they don’t know what it means to lose – when asked about their greatest victory, 
Salco reported that in 2003 they changed the government from a neo-liberal regime to a government of the people.  FEJUVE lead 
the fight in 2003 - essentially a popular rejection of IMF policies - that ended with President Sanchez de Lozada fleeing the country.



The 2012 Organizers Dialogue in Bolivia was put together 
by the Organizers Forum, which every year travels to a 
different country to create an exchange between local or-
ganizers and a group of labor and community organizers 
from the United States and Canada.  They have been do-
ing this for the last 10 years have visited Brazil on the Eve 
of Lula’s election, South Africa for the 10 year anniversary 
of the end of apartheid, and Egypt during the aftermath of 
last year’s peaceful revolution.  The Forum is organized by 
Wade Rathke, Chief Organizer of ACORN International.  
This year’s Dialogue was in Bolivia to learn more about 
the strong history of effective social movements and 
check in on the progress of Evo Morales’ presidency.  Mo-
rales is one of the few indigenous presidents in modern 
times.  In 2005 he was elected to office riding a wave of 
progressive support that had fomented as a response to 
neo-liberal policies that had wreaked havoc on Bolivia’s 
communities.  
One of the great parts of the Dialogue was getting to 
spend time with other organizers from North America.  
Aside from Laura and myself, the delegation included 
Wade Rathke - ACORN International, Dine Butler - Or-
ganizer with ULU Local 100, a low wage workers union 

Delegation Meetings
•	 Jean F.R. - a US Reporter based in La Paz  who writes 

for TIME and other publications
•	 Alberto Mollinero - Desarollo Economico Comuni-

tario, an NGO working with rural communities
•	 Monica Rey, Juan Carlos Ballivian, and Edgar 

Vasquez - Consejo Nacional Afro-Boliviano, a 
group working on recognition and power building 
for the Afro Boliviano Community

•	 Cesar Quisbert Salvatierra and Julian Jale Flores - 
Confederacion Sindical Unica de Trabajadores y 
Campesinos de Bolivia,  a national organization of 
workers and farmers that solidified a large portion 
of Morales’ base

•	 Felix Apalmalco and Simon Cruz - CONAMAQ, 
a highlands indigenous orgagnization known for 
mass mobilization and accountability

•	 Rolando Manasterios and David Vacasillo - Sindi-
cato se Presentante, a union of youth demanding 
the right to work without exploitation

•	 Richard Chimal Salco – Federacion de Juntas Veci-
nales de la Ciudad de El Alto, a very powerful orga-
nization of block clubs that is 100% volunteer

•	 Umberta Blanco - Bartolina Cisas, a women’s orga-
nizing group that is active throughout the country 
on social and political fronts

•	 Juan Miguel Suarez - Coordinator of CPILAP, an 
organization of indigenous people from the low 
lands (rainforest) of the state of La Paz.

•	 Ivan Nogales - Teatro Trono, a cultural organizing 
instituion know well to Stone Soup in Chicago

•	 Marcela Olivera - Red VIDA, a local ally of Food 
and Water Watch 

•	 Oscar Olivera, the Director of Fundacion Abril
•	 Gonzalo Lema, acclaimed author and former presi-

dent of the Cochabamba City Council 
•	 Herminio Huayllani, Administrator of APAAS - a 

water coop of 600 families in Cochabamba where 
over 40% of population accesses public water.
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Dialogue Overview
in New Orleans, Drummond Pike – Former CEO of the 
Tides Foundation, Davin Cardenas and Sarah Regenspan 
– Interfaith Organizers with Gamaliel in Northern Cal-
fornia and Pittsburg respectively, and Alex MacDonnell 
- Community Organizer with ACORN Canada.  It was a 
small delegation but that made the group dynamic tight, 
the logistics simple and the names easy to remember.

APAAS - a cooperatively built and managed water distri-
bution collective in a poor neighborhood in south Co-
chabamba – These guys built their own water and sewer 
system!  Every family had to commit to dig six meters 
of trench a day – they built their own well and they still 
have water that is more than three times cheaper than the 
water trucks that deliver water to homes without a con-
nection.  Not Public, Not Private – Cooperative.  Not all 
roses though - their well is in danger of reposession by the 
community that it is located in.
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Selected Highlights:

Oscar Olivera, Director of Fundacion Abril, has been a 
union and social movement leader in Bolivia since 1971. 
When he was 16, he was fired from his factory job because 
he had inadvertently recommended two balcklisted com-
munist for positions.  In his next job, he fought to build 
a powerful factory union after most workers rights were 
taken away in 1985 by labor reforms promoted by the In-
ternational Monetary Fund.  The skills he developed in this 
struggle led him to be a key leader during the Water War in 
Cochabamba that mobilized an entire city to stop the priv-
itization of their water resources.

The view from El Alto looking into the valley of La Paz 
with the peak of Illimani in the background.

Meeting with Umberta Blanco (right) a longtime member 
og the Bartolina Cisas who has served in multiple official 
capacities.  Most recently she was the Secretary of Politics 
in 2006 when she worked on building support for “our 
brother Evo” and getting women identification so they can 
vote (Voting is mandatory in Bolivia - but they only count 
those who have ID.)

Grafitti support-
ing the protection 
of TIPNIS is very 
common.  In fact 
political graffiti is 
very common and 
the wide range of 
talent kept our 
walks interesting.

Rolando Manasterios and David Vacasillo from the El Alto 
local of the national youth workers union spoke with us 
about their successful campaign to put anti-exploitation lan-
guage into the Bolivia Constitution.  Youth organizing faces 
many similar issues to the work we did at ONE including 
the importance of finding safe spaces to meet.  Now, let’s see 
about a constitutional amendment!
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NOTE: Delegation members are working on articles covering different aspects of social move-
ments in Bolivia.  They will be in included in the Winter edition of Social Policy.  Laura and I are 
writing about the impact of cultural organizing within social movements.  Check it out!  

www.socialpolicy.org

Laura and I stayed at Casa Cultural COMPA, home to 
Teatro Trono, before the dialogue bagan.  This magical 
cultural organizing center is home to movement build-
ing based in the performance arts.  Director Ivan Nogales 
said that “We are fighting a mental or spiritual migration 
to the north that is impacting many people within our 
community.” explaining that we must fight the coloniza-
tion of the spirit to adequately fight for justice.  

zine workshop with Laura 

tronos marching band!

Delegation member Sarah Reganspan with traffic Zebras who 
are employed by the municipality of La Paz to educate pedes-
trians and drivers about traffic safety

We happened upon a Protect TIPNIS concert in central 
La Paz that was rallying support for a group of indigenous 
people who are resisting the Government’s attempt to 
build a road through their land, which is also a protected 
national park.  This movement has divided the traditional 
base of support for Morales – many of his former allies 
are calling him out on his lack of respect for indigenous 
protections that he creates, as well as his assumed collu-
sion with Brazil (the new face of colonialism in Bolivia) 
and coca famers who want to access land within the park.  

Felix Apalmalco, the highest authority with CONAMAQ, a 
responsibility that rotates between member organizations on 
an annual basis.



Financial Details:
Thanks to your generous support I was able to raise 
$750 in two weeks!  The cost for both Laura and I to 
participate would have been over $1100.  However 
the Organizers Forum agreed to allow our participa-
tion on a pay our own way basis, which Laura and I 
did thriftily by buying some food at the market and 
staying in a different hotel in La Paz.  After our ex-
penses we had $46 remaining, which we decided to 
donate to the Organizers Forum to support future 
dialogues in coming years.  Thanks again for your 
support!  You made our participation possible and 
have helped to open our eyes to some great lessons 
on organizing and the complexity of Bolivian society.  
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Laura and I will be in South America until November 
13th when we head to New Zealand.  I am working 
on a video blog highlighting lessons from organizers 
from around the world.  I already have 12 interviews 
on tape and am working on the translation and edit-
ing.  For more personal updates, keep and eye on our 
blog travelswithcoryandlaura.wordpress.com.  Also, 
keep an eye out for video highights of interviews with 
some of these great organizers we met here and others 
from around the world.  I hope to get the video blog 
launched by  the new year.  As always you can reach 
us at corymuldoon@yahoo.com and lauramullkoff@
gmail.com.  My voice number is 716-771-2679.

What’s Next for Laura & Cory?!

Many basics hold true across borders:
•	 Oscar Olivera credited their power to win the water 

war on the base of confidence and trust (relation-
ships) that the leaders and organizations had built 
amongst each other over the course of years

•	 Massive mobilizations were built around basic self-
interest including water, heating gas, land and work.

•	 Collective power and decisions come from below, 
not from above.  Many organizational leaders repeat-
ed this to us with very authentic conviction.

•	 Consistent and Persistent Action: People in the TIP-
NIS are currently guarding their land with spears 
against any government officials who try to enter.

•	 “It is impossible to be recognized without an organi-
zation.” – Juan Carlos Ballivian, CONAFRO

Other lessons seem unique to this area:
•	 CONAMAQ, an organization of highland indigenous 

people, has an organizational mission to bring back 
the indigenous highland nation (and consequently do 
away with at least portions of the nation states of Ec-
uador, Peru, Bolivia, and Chile)

•	 In many rural areas communities can be stronger 
because tradition dictates that male and female pairs 
take on responsibility of community leadership to-
gether, which more than doubles capacity.  This prac-
tice has a name: Charchawarmi

•	 Many organizations were successful in putting their 
own language in the constitution.  CONAFRO won 

A Sample of Organizing Lessons From the Dialogue...
language around accurate cultural history.  They  are 
currently developing curriculum that they have won 
a commitment to get into all the schools who teach 
students of African descent – starting with 50 schools 
next year

•	 Shared rotational leadership with horizontal or circle 
based decision making is common throughout orga-
nizations and cultures

•	 There does not seem to be a limit on tactics in Bolivia.  
During the dialogue, two groups of miners were on 
strike in an apparent dispute over who gets to mine 
wealthy veins of minerals that have been national-
ized by the state.   This created a background for the 
dialogue of large marches and heated conflict.  One 
group set up multiple bloqueos that shut down most 
major routes of transportation throughout the coun-
try for three days. 

Some Challenging Truths:
•	 “The notion of rights is very occidental and individ-

ual – this can be a problem when working on water, 
because water doesn’t belong to anyone.” – Marcela 
Olivera, Red VIDA

•	 “Art for Art’s sake is a luxury of Americans and Eu-
ropeans” – Ivan Nogales, Teatro Trono

•	 Despite the promise of progressive “government of the 
people”, power tend to corrupt.  Morales essentially 
created the TIPNIS uprising by ignoring a protection 
for indigenous lands that he put in the consitution.


