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ELS HERTOGEN, managing director 11.11.11
at Forward Fest

Good morning everyone,
And a very warm welcome to Forward Fest 2026.

It is special to see so many different voices gathered here today: people from civil society,
politics, the private sector, academia, and engaged citizens.

That is exactly what Forward Fest aims to be: a place where different worlds come together
around one central question: how do we shape international solidarity today?

Forward Fest is organized by 11.11.11, together with the NGO federation and VLIR-UOS.
But more important than the organizations behind this event is the community that gathers
here today. Because international solidarity is not an abstract concept. It lives in the work of
organizations. In academic research. In policy. In businesses. In the engagement of citizens.

The title of this year has therefore not been chosen by chance:
“Geopolitics on steroids, solidarity on fire.”

We live in a time in which raw power politics once again openly sets the tone in international
relations. Much of what used to be wrapped in diplomatic language or technocratic terms is
no longer concealed today.

Genocide. Economic coercion as a geopolitical tool. Increasing competition over resources.
Attacks on international law.

Think, for example, of geopolitical deals around critical minerals in the Democratic Republic
of Congo, where international actors negotiate while the interests of local communities are
barely taken into account. Or the political discourse in which the colonial past is suddenly
almost romanticized—as if exploitation and inequality were merely footnotes in history.

These are not isolated incidents. They are part of a broader shift in how international politics
is conducted today.

And within this lies a fundamental paradox.

Because at the very moment when the need for international solidarity is greater than ever—
due to the climate crisis, growing inequality, conflicts, and instability—we see that the
political space for that solidarity is shrinking.

Today, the international debate is dominated by concepts such as security, competition, and
strategic autonomy.
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Of course, states must think about their security and their economic position. But when that
becomes the only lens through which we look at the world, a fundamental question
disappears from view:

how do we guarantee the rights of citizens worldwide?
International solidarity does not belong at the margins of that debate. It belongs at its center.

And that is precisely why we organize Forward Fest. Because we believe that international
solidarity is not naive idealism. It is an essential part of a stable and just world order.

Placing human rights and international law at the center is not only morally right. It offers a
long-term vision of stability and security. A world in which rules apply. Where rights are
protected. Where conflicts are resolved not only through power, but also through law.

That is ultimately a safer world for everyone. That is not naive. That is strategic thinking, with
a view to both the short and long term.

And it is precisely in those values that Europe should find its strength, legitimacy, and
credibility. But today we also see that Europe does not consistently follow that compass. Too
often, European and Belgian policymakers respond with double standards and remain silent
when it becomes difficult.

Violations of international law must be named—regardless of who commits them. That also
applies to allies. A true ally is not someone who applauds when it is politically convenient. A
true ally is someone who dares to speak difficult truths. Who calls out war crimes. Who
defends human rights. Who builds international alliances around those principles.

Recently, our own Prime Minister said that international law is “only as strong as the
willingness of major countries to follow it.” A few weeks earlier, he said that “Europe must
stop muttering about international law.” We have all seen that international law has not
always been applied consistently in recent decades, and today is explicitly discarded by
some world leaders. But precisely then—precisely then—it is crucial to keep fighting for
these principles and rules. Even as a small country.

International law exists precisely to protect smaller countries and minorities worldwide
against the arbitrariness of power politics. For many states and populations, it is not a luxury.

Traffic rules also do not exist because a few drivers find them convenient. They exist so that
millions of people can move safely at the same time. Without rules, we collide—with deadly
consequences.

International law works in the same way. It makes coexistence possible in a world with
different interests and power relations.

Standing up for this, at every moment of the day, is more crucial today than ever. Both
across borders and within our own European borders.
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We are rightly outraged when we see serious human rights violations elsewhere. Think, for
example, of the treatment of migrants by ICE in the United States. But our credibility also
depends on what we do here. On how we deal with pushbacks of people on the move at
Europe’s external borders. On how we apply humanity in our own policies.

But importantly: despite all geopolitical tensions, we see people organizing everywhere in
the world. Citizens protesting against repression. Against inequality. Against authoritarian
regimes.

We see protest movements taking to the streets for justice. Youth movements creating new
forms of engagement worldwide, from Nepal to Latin America. That energy is enormous.

But at the same time, civic space is under pressure everywhere. Civil society organizations
are being attacked. The right to protest is being restricted. Funding for social organizations is
being cut. Ironically, in doing so, governments are weakening the very forces that protect
democratic space.

Too often, NGOs and civil society organizations are portrayed merely as implementers of
policy or as places where people gather socially. But civil society is much more than that. It
is a voice for citizens. A driver of social change. A source of democratic resilience.

The strength of a society also lies in its civil society.

We see it here in Belgium and worldwide. Organizations that, often under difficult
circumstances, continue to work on solidarity, support, and social cohesion. Citizens
organizing under authoritarian regimes into movements that continue to stand up for
democracy and human rights.

This shows why it is so important to support civil society organizations in the long term. Not
only in times of crisis, but always. Because the social fabric they build—trust, networks,
solidarity—makes societies more resilient when crises occur.

And that is precisely why international solidarity is so important today. Not as an abstract
principle, but as concrete support for people and movements that work every day for
democracy, rights, and justice.

This also serves as the introduction to the keynote conversation that will follow shortly. It
looks at the role international solidarity can play in supporting such movements—from the
Philippines to Iran, and many places in between.

But before we move to that, | would like to thank everyone who contributed to this event. All
partners and organizations. And especially everyone here in the room. Because international
solidarity ultimately does not live in policy documents. It lives in people.

Thank you very much.

| wish you an inspiring day, full of new insights and encounters.



