International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation (ITGLWF) – excerpted letter regarding labour issues at Sri Lankan factory of G.P. Garments, a supplier of Belgian firm Dress Confect

16 May 2005

The ITGLWF provided this statement to the Business & Human Rights Resource Centre as further information following on from the recent ITGLWF article "Belgium's Dress Confect Slammed over Labour Rights Abuses in Sri Lanka"
http://www.itglwf.org/displaydocument.asp?DocType=Press&Index=1176&Language=EN

I am writing on behalf of the International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation, a Global Union Federation bringing together 220 affiliated organisations in 110 countries, to draw your attention to the labour abuses at GP Garments in Sri Lanka… 

I have written on several occasions to Mr Geert Derere at Dress-Confect but the problems at GP Garments remain unresolved. The violations include management boasting of the existence of a 100,000$ fund to fight the union and bringing in the special forces branch of the police to intimidate workers. The situation has now deteriorated to the point where the entire workforce has been terminated.

Please note that in view of the seriousness of the situation and the failure to resolve the problems at local level, we have had no alternative but to bring the matter to the French Army, one of the clients of GP Garments. We are now preparing a submission to the OECD under the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises. 

… 

The problems began in January, when Mr. Derere and one of his senior staff members, Mr.Stefan Van Ende, told the union they would be reorganising the factory in order to enhance productivity. Of course, productivity is an issue of concern to workers as well as employers, given that both have a stake in ensuring that the company is internationally competitive and thus able to provide decent, stable employment. Accordingly, the union indicated its willingness to engage in such discussions and to contribute to finding solutions. 

But instead of embarking on a process of social dialogue with the workforce and their union as the best means of securing cooperation, local management immediately engaged in bribes and intimidation. 

Management refused to negotiate long-standing union demands for improvements in wages and working conditions, and instead threatened to close the company if it could not impose changes unilaterally. Then it labelled as ‘terrorism’ the union’s warning that it would raise the problems with the international buyers unless a satisfactory solution could be found to the problems at the workplace.

When the General Secretary of the Progress Union refused to meet with management on his own as this was contrary to his union’s policy, the recently-appointed local manager, Mr. Saman Wijesundara, said that no meeting would take place until the union –a legally-recognised organisation- had provided him with a copy of its Constitution and this had been translated. 

Meanwhile, Mr. Wijesundara was telling the union that it has set aside a 100,000$ fund to put an end to the organisation. 

As tensions escalated, management brought Special Forces of the police into the factory in order to harass and threaten union leaders. This took place without the authorisation of the Board of Investment. Other trade union leaders received threatening phone calls at home. 

When workers stopped work to demand protection from police interference in trade union affairs, the company locked out the workers, leaving their wages unpaid, and took disciplinary action against thirteen workers. 

The workers continued to picket the factory gates and protest outside the factory offices of the Board of Investment. Meanwhile, the company engaged in delaying tactics, including sending workers cheques they could not cash. 

On April 6, following the intervention of the Ministry of Industries, an agreement was reached allowing for the payment of outstanding wages and bonuses, a return to work on April 18, and an enquiry into the case of the thirteen workers who had been banned from returning to work. 

But by the time the workers returned to work, their bonuses still remained unpaid. Frustrated by the contempt shown by management and its repeated failure to keep its promises, the workers occupied the factory. Two managers, Mr Serge Watte and Mr Stefan Van Ende, who had arrived on site, were prevented for several hours from leaving when the workers locked the doors.

In a recent communication to us, Mr Derere claims the union ‘instructed its members to wrongfully confine the company managers’, behaviour it says should not be condoned ‘especially when the labour laws of Sri Lanka permit workers and trade unions to utilise the machinery available to ventilate their grievances’.

In reality, however, these are the sort of situations that can so easily arise where dialogue breaks down and workers have no channel to air their grievances. In view of the company’s failure to pay the outstanding bonuses, its refusal to enter into social dialogue, its attitude of threats and intimidation, and its repeated failure to live up to the commitments it had made to the labour authorities, it is hardly surprising that the workers occupied the factory in protest. 

Moreover, how can problems be resolved through normal industrial relations if unions are not even allowed access to the FTZ in which their members are employed, as is the case in Sri Lanka? Not only did the union not ‘instruct’ its members to occupy the factory, it was in fact prevented access to the zone in order to resolve the situation. This is of course a breach of the right of freedom of association, which says that workers’ representatives should have access to workplaces for the proper exercise of their functions. 

The sit-in ended a couple of days later following a meeting between management, the Commissioner of Labour and the union with an agreement to pay the outstanding wages. At that meeting, the company claimed that the ITGLWF had funded the strike, something which was manifestly untrue. That same day, the company wrote a ‘letter of interdiction’ to the workers, banning them from the workplace. 

Further discussions then took place on April 28 between the company, the Free Trade Zone and General Services Workers’ Union (the workers having asked this union to represent them henceforth) and the BOI, in which the union agreed to allow the company to transfer to the Awissawala factory the materials necessary to complete an urgent order of French army uniforms, in exchange for a series of measures designed to ensure a resolution to the dispute. 

The day after the agreement was signed, the company sent out letters of termination to the entire workforce. It was several days before the workers received the letter, and in that time the company tried to misrepresent the agreement with the union and the BOI in order to try to transfer its entire production to the Awissawala plant.

Such contempt for workers and such staggering bad faith is totally unacceptable in international trade. I would urge you to intervene as a matter of urgency to ensure that GP Garments immediately reinstates the entire workforce, recognises the union and establish a system of good industrial relations based on social dialogue.

