
Fighting for worker justice in the global economy

Spring 2010: 
Issue #1

Quarterly newsletter of  the U.S. Labor Education in the Americas Project

The civil wars that tormented Cen-
tral America ended with the 1996 sign-
ing of the Peace Accords in Guatemala, 
but a new spiral of violence is once 
again claiming the lives of trade union-
ists throughout the region.  Between 
January 1, 2010 and mid-February 
2010, six union leaders have been as-
sassinated in Central America: one in 
El Salvador, three in Guatemala, and 
two in Honduras.   

These killings appear to be 
planned, targeting specific unionists 
who are very involved in current la-
bor rights campaigns.  Since the 2006 
implementation of the Central America 
Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR) 
between Costa Rica, El Salvador, Gua-
temala, Honduras, Nicaragua, the Do-
minican Republic, and the U.S., there 
has been a sharp upsurge of assassina-

tions and violence against trade union-
ists in Central America.  While CAFTA 
supporters touted that it would uphold 
core labor rights standards, it has so far 
proven to be ineffective at impeding 
the new wave of violence that is af-
fecting the freedom of trade unionism 
in the region, let alone protecting core 
worker rights. 

Violence Continues After 
Honduran Elections

According to the International 
Trade Union Con-
federation (ITUC) 
and independent me-
dia organizations in 
Honduras, at least 14 
trade unionists have 
been murdered since 
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Obama Proposes 
Cuts in Military 
Aid to Colombia

  In a welcome change, the Obama 
Administration’s proposal for foreign 
aid for Fiscal Year (FY) 2011 would 
decrease funding for the Colombian 
military and police by 17%, from $263 
million to $218 million, while making 
a much smaller decrease in economic 
aid levels, from $252 to $238.5 million, 
a 5% decrease. Last year, the adminis-
tration’s aid proposal for FY 2010 es-
sentially continued the same balance 
Congress had approved in 2009.  

The proposed decrease in FY 2011 
military aid does not show the entire 
picture of aid to Colombia, commonly 
known as Plan Colombia, because eco-
nomic aid includes funding for “Inte-
grated Action” programs that combine 
military action with social programs.  
Additionally, the US Department of 
Defense has its own budget line item 
for the Colombian military.  

Nevertheless, these numbers dem-
onstrate the administration’s decision 
to decrease  support for the Colombian 
military that has repeatedly, blatantly 
violated human rights throughout the 
country.  Congress is expected to take 
up the foreign aid bill later this year. 
(For more information see the Center 
for International Policy’s blog and new 

Violence Against Trade 
Unionists Rises throughout 
Central America in 2010

Supporters of Honduras’  Frente Nacional de Resistencia Popular (Popular National Resistance Front) 
met in an assembly at a trade union building in Tegucigalpa on February 15, 2010 to dicuss strategies 
following illegitimate elections last fall and the installation of a new president in January.

continues on page 3
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The devastating earthquake that hit Haiti 
in January has exposed the degree to which 
the country is dependent on the apparel-
for-export sector.   According to the Worker 
Rights Consortium, “Prior to the earthquake, 
its twenty-eight [garment] factories ac-
counted for more than seventy-five percent 
of the country’s ex-
ports and employed 
more than 25,000 
workers – making 
it, by far, the largest 
and fastest growing 
formal, private sec-
tor employer.” 

The WRC re-
ports that while most 
of the country’s gar-
ment factories only 
suffered relatively 
minor damage, the 
collapse of the Palm 
Apparel factory pro-
duced one of the most 
numerous losses of lives at any one location, 
burying approximately 500 workers who 
manufactured t-shirts for Gildan Activewear 
and other export customers.

Because Haiti’s apparel factories are 

among the country’s few large institutions 
functioning in the wake of the earthquake, 
the WRC has joined with the International 
Textile, Garment, and Leather Workers’ Fed-
eration (ITGLWF), Maquila Solidarity Net-
work (MSN), and the AFL-CIO’s Solidarity 
Center to develop a set of recommendations 

for U.S. apparel 
brands that con-
duct business in 
Haiti.  These 
recommenda-
tions include, 
among o ther 
things, ensuring 
that the factories 
are safe, provid-
ing workers at 
least one meal 

a day, making 
credit available 
when needed by 
local factories to 

reopen, compen-
sating the families of workers who were 
killed, setting up a humanitarian fund, and 
placing orders to ensure employment during 
the recovery process.

Garment Sector Seen as Central 
to Haiti Recovery

Makeshift shelters dot the landscape in Haiti since the 
devastating January 12, 2010 earthquake.
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the coup of June 28, 2009.   The vio-
lence is continuing despite installation 
of new President Porfirio “Pepe” Lobo 
who in his January 27, 2010 inaugura-
tion speech told Hondurans to “forget 
the past.”  

The trade unions and human rights 
organizations that form a part of the Re-
sistance Front Against the Coup find it 
very hard to forget especially since the 
human rights violations and assassina-
tions against its members have contin-
ued since his inauguration.  According 
to the Chicago-based group La Voz de 
los de Abajo, at least ten members of 
the resistance have been assassinated 
since Lobo took office. 

• On the evening of February 3, 
2010, the lifeless body of nurse Van-
essa Yaneth Zepeda, a union member 
of SITRAIHSS (Sindicato de Traba-
jadores del Instituto Hondureño de 
Seguridad Social), was thrown out of 
a moving vehicle in Tegucigalpa, Hon-
duras.  She was a member of the op-
position, marching against the coup on 
June 28, 2009 just weeks after giving 
birth.  The 29-year old mother of three 
was still in her nurse’s scrubs when she 
was found.  Over the protest of the la-
bor movement, the Lobo Administra-
tion categorized Zepeda’s murder as a 
common crime.  

•  On the night of February 11, 
2010, four men broke into the house 
of Porfirio Ponce, Vice President of 
the International Union of Foodwork-
ers-affiliated beverage and bottling 
union, Sindicato de Trabajadores de 
la Industria de la Bebida y Similares 
(STIBYS).  The General Secretary of 
STIBYS is former presidential candi-
date Carlos H. Reyes, who refused to 
partake in the elections.  Reyes, a well-
known leader of the Front, was bru-
tally beaten in August and has received 
many death threats.   

•  Unionist Julio Funez Benitez was 
shot three times and killed on Febru-
ary 15.  Funez Benitez received death 
threats after attending his first meet-
ing of the Resistance Front in Siguate-
peque.  He was a member of the Na-

tional Union of Aqueducts and Sewage 
System Workers, SANAA (Sindicato 
de Trabajadores del Servicio Nacional 
de Acueductos y Alcantarillados). 

The European Union and the major-
ity of Latin American countries, includ-
ing Argentina, Venezuela, and Brazil 
have yet to recognize the new Hondu-
ran government.  The U.S. continues to 
be one of the exceptions, accepting the 
November 29 elections organized by 
the coup government as legitimate and 
now recognizing the new government.   
The U.S. is also in the process of rees-
tablishing aid.   

The Resistance Front continues to 
call on the international community 
to not recognize the Lobo government 
and to suspend aid to Honduras.  The 
Front’s chief goal is a constituent as-
sembly to write a new constitution.  
Trade unions have been at the forefront 
of the resistance movement and are 
among the strongest and largest faction 
making up the resistance coalition.  

Guatemala: Three Killed 
in Seven Weeks

The ITUC in 2009 cited Guatemala 
as the second most dangerous coun-
try in the world to be a trade unionist.  
At least six trade unionists were mur-
dered in 2009 and, according to UDE-
FEGUA, a Guatemalan human rights 
organization, the documented number 
of threats and attempted assassinations 
increased by more than half from 2008 
to 2009.  Now, three have been killed 
early in 2010.

•  On January 13, 2010, union leader 
Evelinda Ramirez Reyes was gunned 
down after leaving a meeting with rep-
resentatives of the state authorities re-
garding labor rights abuses committed 
by the Spanish electricity transnational 
DEOCSA-UNION FENOSA.  Reyes 
was a leader from FRENA (Frente de 
Resistencia en Defensa del Pueble y 
de los Recursos Naturales), affiliated 
to the National Resistance Front, FNL, 
which is part of the Guatemalan Labor, 
Indigenous, and Campesino movement, 
MSICG.  Her murder follows the high 
profile assassination of another FRENA 
union leader, Victor Galvez, who was 

reportedly shot thirty times in late Oc-
tober 2009 when he was leaving his 
workplace.

•  Pedro Antonio Garcia, a member 
of the Malacatan Municipal Workers 
Union, which is affiliated to the Con-
federation of Trade Union Unity of 
Guatemala (CUSG), was murdered on 
February 2, 2010.  In January, Garcia 
led a series of actions along with other 
union members demanding payment of 
wages owed since 2009 and compliance 
with the current collective bargaining 
agreement.  

•  On February 17, 2010, another 
public sector worker affiliated to FRE-
NA was murdered in the municipality of 
Malacatan.  An unknown assailant shot 
Octavio Roblero 17 times outside of his 
work post at the bus terminal.  Roblero 
was also the brother-in-law of Victor 
Galvez, murdered last October.  His 
murder comes days after the release of 
MSICG’s report, "Guatemala, el costo 
de la libertad sindical" (Guatemala, the 
Price of Trade Union Freedom).

And in El Salvador
•  On the morning of January 15, 

2010, the General Secretary of the Sal-
vadoran Union of Municipal Workers 
of Santa Ana, SITRAMSA (Sindicato 
de Trabajadores y Empleados Munici-
pales de la Alcadia de Santa Ana) was 
assassinated on his way to meet with 
other union leaders to discuss the sub-
mission of a complaint denouncing the 
unfair firing of several workers from 
the municipality.  

U.S. Trade Leverage 
Ineffective

The AFL-CIO and six Guatemalan 
unions filed the first and so far only 
CAFTA labor complaint in April 2008.   
There has been very limited progress 
on cases raised in the complaint while 
a near total rate of impunity surrounds 
the assassinations of trade unionists in 
the region, including the high-profile 
case Pedro Zamora documented in the 
CAFTA complaint.  

Mr. Zamora was the General Secre-
tary of the port workers’ union STEPQ 

continued from front page
Rising Violence...

continues on page 5
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World Banana 
Forum Launched

With firm support from banana 
unions in Latin America, a World Banana 
Forum was launched in early December 
2009 at a two-day organizing conference 
hosted by the FAO (Food and Agricul-
tural Organization) in Rome.  The World 
Banana Forum is the culmination of a 
process that started with the second In-
ternational Banana Conference in 2005 
that called for a space in which key ac-
tors in the banana industry could discuss 
and seek solutions to issues ranging from 
respect for worker rights to environmen-
tal sustainability to fair pricing.   

The organizing conference in Rome 
brought together all major banana trans-
nationals (Chiquita, Dole, Del Monte, 

Bonita, and Fyffes), major retailers 
including Wal-Mart, the Coordination of 
Latin American Banana Worker Unions 
(COLSIBA), the International Union 
of Foodworkers, Fair Trade supporters, 
and government officials.  USLEAP 
was a member of the preparatory com-
mittee and now serves on the steering 
committee.   

The Forum has established primary 
working groups around five sets of issues 
and will conduct its work in 2010 via 
internet conferencing with the hope that 
face-to-face meetings can take place in 

alternate years, funding permitting.   US-
LEAP will support the Forum process as 
long as the banana unions believe it has 
potential; COLSIBA has made it clear 
that it is looking for concrete progress 
on worker rights issues, not a permanent 
“talking heads” forum.

    

Chiquita Lawsuit 
Moves Forward

A US judge has ruled that one of 
several lawsuits against US banana 
companies filed by victims of violence 
in Colombia can move forward.   Over 
the last several years, lawsuits have 
been filed in the U.S. against Dole and 
Chiquita accusing them of complicity 
with armed groups in Colombia in the 
murders of banana workers and others 

through payments to the 
groups.  Chiquita has 
admitted to payments to 
both guerilla and para-
military groups, depend-
ing on who controlled 
the banana-growing re-
gion at any particular 
time, and in 2007 paid 
a $25 million fine to the 
US government.  Dole 
has denied making any 
payments, despite recent 
testimony by ex-para-
military leaders claiming 
it was common practice 
by all banana companies, 
including Dole.  Some 

lawsuits allege that Dole and Chiquita 
worked in collaboration with the armed 
groups to identify and eliminate militant 
trade unionists.

In early February, a Florida judge 
ruled that a lawsuit filed against Chiq-
uita by families of five US missionar-
ies murdered in the early 1990s could 
move forward.  The lawsuit alleges that 
Chiquita payments to the FARC guerilla 
group makes the company complicit in 
violence by the FARC, who killed the 
missionaries after abducting them in 
1993 and 1994.  

Bankruptcy Claims 
A n o t h e r  F l o w e r 
Worker Union

Alleged bankruptcy has claimed 
another unionized flower plantation in 
Colombia with the January 2010 closing 
of Papagayo.   The Asopapagayo union, 
affiliated to Untraflores, a union of 
flower worker unions, achieved a collec-
tive bargaining agreement last year and 
its president, Amanda Camacho, came 
to the US for a USLEAP tour.  

The Papagayo closing is reminiscent 
of last year’s closing of the Benilda 
plantation.  In both cases, management 
first offered workers partial severance 
in exchange for their resignation.  Ad-
ditionally, subcontracting firms started to 
request resumes from Papagayo, as they 
had in the Benilda case, prior to the clos-
ing.  Papagayo declared bankruptcy on 
December 18, 2009, effectively the last 
business day of the year in Colombia.  
According to the workers, the plantation 
owners did not lack capital or profits.  
While it looks probable that former 
staff will receive appropriate severance 
pay, another group of unionized flower 
workers are now unemployed, suspi-
cious that this plantation will reopen 
under another name and hire exclusively 
subcontracted workers as has become 
the trend among plantations in the area 
surrounding Bogotá.

In other news, the Asoflores union, of 
the Santa Barbara plantation, continues 
its fight for a better collective bargaining 
agreement as negotiations move on to 
arbitration and workers remain hopeful.

Amidst these ups and downs, flower 
workers celebrated International  Flower 
Workers Day on February 14th to remind 
all of the long hours in unjust conditions 
that these men and women endure to 
produce the flowers that decorate Val-
entine’s Day.  

In addition to the efforts of Untra-
flores, other initiatives in Colombia 
to address the basic rights of flower 
workers are being led by the Cactus 
Corporacion (http://www.cactus.org.
co), an independent NGO, and by the 
main Colombian trade union federa-
tion, CUT.

BANANA UPDATES

Iris Munguía, a member of the executive committee of  COLSIBA 
speaks before the World Banana Forum in Rome in December 
2009.
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In Honduras, Russell and the Sitrajerzeesh union are taking steps to imple-
ment the remarkable agreement reached in November 2009 that provides 
workers with backpay, reopens a union factory, and guarantees organiz-
ing opportunities at other Russell facilities in Honduras.   In December, 
a thousand workers gathered at an assembly to receive a first payment of 
$1.5 million to cover back pay and lost wages when Russell shut down a 
unionized factory in January 2009.

Fair Trade Pilot 
Project in Apparel 
Opposed

A proposal by Transfair USA to 
launch a pilot project for Fair Trade 
apparel has met stiff resistance from a 
broad range of anti-sweatshop and con-
sumer groups who reject the proposed 
standards as inadequate.   To cite the 
most obvious, the pilot project would 
certify apparel as Fair Trade even when 
produced in factories where workers are 
paid no more than the legal minimum 
wage, a wage that in the vast majority 
of countries is a poverty-level wage.   
In a December 30, 2009 letter opposing 
the pilot project, USLEAP also urged 
Transfair USA to negotiate with worker 
groups rather than anti-sweatshop and 
other non-profit groups, arguing that a 
satisfactory resolution on these and other 
issues can only be achieved with the en-
tity that represents apparel workers glob-
ally, the International Textile, Garment 
and Leather Workers Federation.

photo credit: Jerem
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have access to a copy of their contract.  

At the union’s request, USLEAP 
began intervening with the Milwaukee-
based company in July 2009.  In a 
November 2009 letter to company CEO 
Stephen Roell, the COT-JC expressed 
again its long-standing interest in 
meeting with Johnson management at 

the Milwaukee headquarters to discuss 
the labor rights violations, among other 
issues.  In a February 10, 2010 letter to 
USLEAP, JCI responded that, “Johnson 
Controls respectfully disagrees with the 
claim that there is an existence of a pro-
tectionist contract/union at our Puebla, 
Mexico plant.”  The request to meet with 
the COT-JC was denied.  

USLEAP is working with U.S. and 
Canadian NGOs to escalate pressure 
on JCI.

(Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Em-
presa Portuaria Quetzal), gunned down 
on January 15, 2007 in front of his son 
50 meters from his home.  After the fil-
ing of the CAFTA complaint, one of 
the suspects was subsequently arrested 
and convicted of the murder, but at the 
end of 2009 his conviction was over-
turned and he was released from prison.  
Now, no one is behind bars for any of 
the murders of trade unionists in Guate-
mala over the past three years.   

CAFTA’s ineffectual labor provi-
sions replaced the worker rights con-
ditions of U.S. trade preference pro-
grams like the Generalized System of 
Preferences (GSP), used by USLEAP 
and others to some meaningful effect.  
Trade unionists in Guatemala used to 
say that the GSP conditions weren’t 
great but that things would be worse 
without them.   They’ve unfortunately 
been proven right, deadly so.

Even in the face of a military-

backed coup, CAFTA has failed to 
provide trade leverage, even to pro-
tect basic democracy.   This contrasts 
sharply with the U.S. government’s 
pre-CAFTA trade leverage, when its 
ability to use the threat of losing GSP 
trade benefits helped reverse the last 
coup in the region, in Guatemala in 
1993.

continued from page 3
Trade Leverage...

continued from page 8

Mexico: Johnson 
Controls...
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podcast at www.cipcol.org.)
This step is hopeful after a year in 

which the administration demonstrated 
support for the Colombian military, e.g.  
signing a new agreement that enabled 
the US military’s use of seven military 
bases throughout Colombia and cer-
tifying the Colombian government’s 
respect for human rights despite high 
profile cases of extrajudicial killings 
and illegal surveillance of human rights 
workers and unions by the Administra-
tive Department of Security (DAS).  US 
pressure on the Colombian government 
to improve its human rights standards, 
address impunity, and respect organiza-
tions working for human rights remains 
essential to progress on these points.  

New information clearly shows the 
role of the state in ongoing violence.  
The ex-director of the DAS, Jose 
Noguera, earlier this year gave testi-
mony that he, in his role at the DAS, 
systematically collected information on 
unions and others that was shared di-
rectly with the President Uribe.  While 
Uribe subsequently denied that this 
was DAS policy, Noguera’s testimony 
further establishes that it is government 
policy to illegally carry out surveil-
lance on sectors that oppose it, includ-
ing unions, human rights organizations 
and academics.

In other evidence of the ongoing 
issues in Colombia’s internal conflict, 
Human Rights Watch published an 
excellent new report, “Paramilitar-
ies’ Heirs,” highlighting emerging 
armed groups perpetuation of vio-

lence similar to paramilitary violence 
(available at http://www.hrw.org/en/
reports/2010/02/03/paramilitaries-
heirs-0). 

Members of Congress 
Circulate USLEAP 
Report

Impressed with the analysis of US-
LEAP’s 2008 report on impunity with 
respect to violence against trade union-
ists in Colombia, Rep. Philip Hare (D-
IL) and Rep. Michael Michaud (D-ME) 
in early January distributed copies of 
the report, first released in late 2009, to 
their colleagues, citing its findings as 
another reason to oppose the Colom-
bia Free Trade Agreement.  Rep. Hare 
is Chair of the International Worker 
Rights Caucus and Rep. Michaud is 
Chair of the House Trade Working 
Group.    

Later in the month, USLEAP staff 
presented findings of the report to key 
congressional offices and the State De-
partment while in Washington, DC for a 
board meeting.   With excitement, US-
LEAP heard that many are taking the is-
sues of violence against trade unionists 
in Colombia seriously.

Colombia FTA, Trade 
Still on 2010 Obama 
Agenda                                    
  

In his State of the Union address, 
President Obama voiced the need to 
move forward on pending Free Trade 

Agreements (FTAs) with Colombia, 
Panama, and South Korea. This sparked 
speculation that there might be a re-
newed effort to move the long-stalled 
pacts forward this year.  Some observ-
ers believe if any FTA is to be consid-
ered this year, it would be Panama, or 
South Korea, but not Colombia.  

Most analysts remain skeptical that 
the Obama Administration will seek to 
push forward any agreement extending 
the NAFTA-style free trade model giv-
en strong opposition from many mem-
bers of the Democratic party who are 
already disillusioned by the Adminis-
tration’s failure to advance key agenda 
items, including health care and labor 
law reform.  Nevertheless, the politics 
around economic and jobs issues and 
the public relations campaign by the 
Uribe government means that the FTA 
is not yet dead for 2010.   

In January, several congress people, 
including Rep. Eliot Engel, chairman 
of the Subcommittee on Western Hemi-
sphere Affairs of the House of Repre-
sentatives, Rep. Lynn Woolsey (D-CA), 
Rep. Shelley Berkley (D-NV) and Rep. 
Pedro Pierluisi (D-Puerto Rico) visited 
Colombia to meet with President Uribe 
and walked away speaking positively 
about the FTA.  And in an unsettling re-
minder that the Uribe Administration’s 
public relations campaign has been suc-
cessful with some members of the Ad-
ministration, U.S. Trade Representative 
Ron Kirk reportedly told members of 
Congress in February that he “had very 
high praise for President Uribe [and] 
felt that he should have gotten the No-
bel Peace Prize as much as President 
Obama for all that he has done in Co-

continued from front page
...Aid to Colombia

continues on page 7

SUGGESTED ACTION:

Given President Obama’s recent statements on the Colombia 
FTA, send your members of Congress an email with USLEAP’s 
2008 Annual Colombia Impunity Report, Systematic Violence Re-
quires Strategic Justice: Ongoing Impunity in Assassinations of 
Trade Unionists in Colombia.  Use our ‘Actions’ page on our web-
site: www.usleap.org.

To read the 2008 Impunity Report visit: http://usleap.org/files/
USLEAPImpunityReport2009.pdf  or request a hard copy from the 
Chicago office.

While final figures are
not yet confirmed, at least
39 trade unionists were
murdered in Colombia in
2009.   While a decrease
fromthe49in2008,Colom-
bia is expected to lead the
worldagainoncefinal2009
numbersaretabulated.
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By all accounts, 2009 was an event-
ful year for USLEAP.   Perhaps the 
most important de-
velopment was the 
re-opening of an of-
fice in Latin Amer-
ica after a two-year 
hiatus due to budget-
ary constraints.  In 
January 2009, with 
budget constraints 
continuing, the board 
of directors approved 
a somewhat risky 
proposal to cut our 
development posi-
tion to a half-time 
position to allow for 
hiring a part-time po-
sition in the region.   
In February 2009, 
USLEAP opened an 
office in Bogotá, Co-
lombia, moving it 
from its previous lo-
cation in Guatemala 
City, where it had 
been staffed continu-
ously from 1991 to 
2007.  

Suzanna Collerd, USLEAP’s Re-
gional Coordinator for the past year, 
has made a significant impact on our 
day-to-day work as well as overall stra-
tegic direction.  As a result, USLEAP 
has been able to strengthen relationships 
with Colombian unions and NGOs, an 
asset which proved invaluable this year 
in the organizing of two U.S.-based 
speaking tours, first with flower worker 
Amanda Camacho in April and then in 
the fall with human rights lawyer Yes-
sika Hoyos.

In July, Ms. Collerd traveled to 
Lima, Peru to represent USLEAP at 
the 10th Conference of COLSIBA, the 
Coordination of Latin American Banana 
Unions, and met representatives from 
several Peruvian union organizations 
to discuss worker rights violations in 
Peru and the Peru Free Trade Agreement 
implemented in early 2009.  

As reported on page 6, the Colombia 
office also produced an important report 

on continuing union violence and impu-
nity in Colombia, rounding out a solid 

year of Colombia-based 
program work.         

USLEAP Goes 
Through Strategic 
Planning Process

Thanks to a grant 
from the General Service 
Foundation, USLEAP 
staff and board used 2009 
to undertake a strategic 
planning process.  The 
resulting Road Map, to 
be implemented over a 
3-year period, is based 
on a thoughtful analysis 
of how USLEAP can be 
most effective in sup-
porting organizing ef-
forts in Latin America 
and pressing for stronger 
worker rights protections 
in international trade 
agreements.   

Led by Gita Gulati-
Partee of OpenSource 
Leadership Strategies, the 
planning process affirmed 

the basic mission of USLEAP and the 
organization’s unique role, identified 
issues to address (e.g. resource limita-
tions and better orientation for new board 
members), and reframed our program 
areas that recognizes “Policy Reform” 
and “Worker Organizing” as the two 
central areas around which USLEAP 
efforts are based.

Board Transitions
USLEAP would like to express its 

deep appreciation to the following for 
having served  on the board of directors.

•  Beth Myers, former Executive 
Director at our partner organization, 
STITCH, who provided leadership as 
USLEAP Board Chair from 2006 until 
this January but decided to step down to 
focus on her new position with SEIU in 
Maryland; her progressive and dynamic 
approach will be sorely missed;

•  Clayola Brown, President of the 
A. Phillip Randolph Institute and a 

Vice President for Workers United/
SEIU, who resigned because of time 
constraints;

•  Gabriela Lemus, formerly Execu-
tive Director of the Labor Council for 
Latin American Advancement, who 
resigned to take a position with the U.S. 
Department of Labor; and

•  José Oliva, Policy Coordinator for 
Restaurant Opportunities Center United 
and long-time activist on Guatemala, 
who resigned to take up new job re-
sponsibilities.

The USLEAP board of directors 
plans to elect several new board mem-
bers later this year.

New Officers Elected
• Gail Lopez-Henriquez, a labor 

attorney based in Philadelphia and 
long-time board member, was elected 
in January as the new Chair.  

•  Tim Beaty, the Director of Global 
Strategies for the International Brother-
hood of Teamsters was elected as the 
new Vice Chair, and 

•  Henry Frundt, a leading academic 
and long-time activist on labor issues 
in Guatemala and El Salvador, was re-
elected as Secretary Treasurer.    

Organizational Highlights from 2009

Regional Coordinator Suzanna 
Collerd in Peru in July 2009 with 
members of COLSIBA.

lombia.”
Meanwhile, the Administration has 

announced it will move forward on a 
new FTA, notifying Congress in De-
cember 2009 that it plans to negotiate 
a Trans-Pacific Partnership trade deal 
with Vietnam, Singapore, Australia, 
New Zealand, Brunei, Chile and Peru.  
Worker rights advocates and other op-
ponents of the current free trade model 
have rallied to demand that any new 
trade agreement be based on a new 
global economic model that protects 
worker rights, the environment, con-
sumer rights, health care, and more.

continued from page 6
...Aid to Colombia
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Dear USLEAP Supporter,

We are very pleased to report that, thanks to donors like 
you, USLEAP’s income from individuals in 2009 did not 
decline as much as we had feared it might.  This past year 
was rough financially for most nonprofits but, due to your 
commitment and generosity, USLEAP was able to hold on 
in a tough economic environment.   

While we received fewer donations than we did in 2008, 
the amount of the average gift increased by almost 10%.  I 
want to offer my sincere thanks to all of our donors, espe-
cially those who were able to dig a little deeper in 2009.  
Individual donations are the single greatest source of income 
for USLEAP, so your support is crucial to our viability as an 
organization.  Again, thank you for joining us as we work in 
solidarity with Latin American workers.  

We are both proud and humbled to count you as our 
partner in the fight for worker justice in the global economy.

Stephen Coats
Executive Director
February 2010

Wewould like to recognize the critical support
providedby the followingunionsand foundations
in2009:

Communications Workers of America
General Service Foundation
Haymarket People’s Fund
International Union of Food Workers
Landau Family Foundation
New Society Fund
New World Foundation
Rothschild Fund
Service Employees International Union 
Solidarity Center (AFL-CIO)
21st Century ILGWU Heritage Fund
United Auto Workers
United Food and Commercial Workers Union

With Heartfelt Thanks

Workers from the U.S.-owned John-
son Controls Inc. (JCI) plant in Puebla, 
Mexico have been struggling for almost 
four years to form a democratic union to 
replace the employer protection union 
onsite.  Workers at the FINSA automo-
tive interior plant have reported numer-
ous worker rights violations including 
failure to pay overtime wages, health 
and safety violations, gender discrimina-
tion, and retaliation and illegal firings 
associated with union organizing activi-
ties.  The plant produces primarily for 
Volkswagen, but also for Chrysler, Ford, 
Mercedes Benz and Nissan.  

In response to escalating labor rights 
violations and complaints, workers at the 
plant formed the Organizing Coalition of 
Workers of Johnson Controls (COT-JC) 
in 2006.  When the company began to 
increase its quotas in 2007, which led to 
an increase in overtime work, it imple-
mented a policy that “banks” overtime 

hours when production is high and then 
repays them later as straight time when 
production softens, meaning the work-
ers lose overtime pay.  In May 2007, the 
company also implemented a system of 
12-hour shifts, with workers only al-
lowed a one-hour break.

The Worker Support Center (CAT), 
an local NGO in Puebla, has document-
ed cases of pregnant workers who were 
required to work these 12-hour shifts, 
standing the entire time and later suf-
fering miscarriages.  Pregnant women 
at the JCI plant have to wear different 
color clothing that distinguishes them 
from non-pregnant women workers.  
The company has stated that this is a 
safety precaution, but pregnant women 
are still expected to work under the same 
conditions and meet the same quotas as 
other workers, including overtime work. 

The FINSA plant is covered by a 
collective bargaining agreement with 

the CROM, a Mexican union that is 
frequently used by employers to estab-
lish a protection contract.  According to 
labor and academic experts, about 90% 
of all collective bargaining agreements 
in Mexico are negotiated with company-
backed unions whose sole purpose is to 
protect corporate interests rather than 
those of workers.  

Workers have reported that the union 
has never consulted them or taken any 
action to oppose the bank of hours, 12-
hour shifts, or other measures imposed 
by the company.  In July 2007, seven 
workers were reportedly fired at the 
request of the CROM because of their 
union organizing activities.  The COT-JC 
says this action was taken after the work-
ers, all but one members of the coalition, 
asked to see a copy of their collective 
bargaining agreement.  The COT-JC 
says that current workers still do not 

Mexico: Johnson Controls Denies Existence of 
Protection Contract Union but Workers Say Otherwise

continues on page 5


