


Introduktion
Awareness among Swedish consumers is constantly inc  reasing. Media
provide us with a range of horror reports on how th e products we consume

are produced through terrible working conditions. The companies respond
with well-sounding codes of conduct and say that th ey are striving for
improvement. There seems to be little improvement of significance.

What possibilities do the people who work in factor ies have to influence their

working conditions and their own living conditions?

The purpose of our study is to examine how trade un ions in Sri Lanka operate

in order to promote more ethical trade and more hum ane working
conditions. We visited two Swedish Companies in Sr i Lanka to see their
approach to working and living conditions for their employees. We also met

workers within the textile industry, one of Sri Lan  ka’s largest export sectors.
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Trade Unions in Sri Lanka

Historically, the union movement in Sri Lanka has b een of great importance,
especially on the tea plantations. The trade union tradition reaches back to
the British colonial period. Union membership is  high in the public sector, and
in the 1970’s two thirds of the plantation, commerc e and industrial employees
were unionized.

Most of the trade unions are bound to political par ties, which rise in
membership with the party in power.

The 1600 Sri Lankan trade unions can be divided int o three categories:

1. Trade Unions within the public sector
2. Politically bound trade unions
3. Politically independent trade unions

Many of the older trade unions are burdened with or ganizational forms
lacking in inner democracy; long time bosses resist releasing power to new
movements that challenge their positions.

The new non-aligned trade unions are small and have difficulties challenging
these established structures. However, new politic  ally independent trade
unions are being established within manufacturing b anking and educational

sectors, as well in the free trade zones. Itisil legal to fire workers who are
active in unions.



A new politically independent trade union, FTZ & GS EL#, with Anton Marcus as
general secretary, was established in 2003, combini ng two trade unions 3.
During 2004 this new union grew strong in Katunayak e, the country’s biggest
free trade zone. There are no restrictions on trad e union establishment in Sri
Lankan free zones as there are in Bangladesh and pa rts of India. Today this
trade union has expanded into other free trade zone s with local branch
offices.

The main objectives of FTZ & GSEU are:
- Increase the minimum wage
- Improve working and living conditions for their mem bers
- Education
- Organization of branch offices and member meetings
- Strongly support Women'’s rights
- Recruit new members
- Create new Collective Agreements

To reach their goals, FTZ & GSEU, use the media, pe titions, posters, individual
and group meetings with union members and union rep resentatives, plus,
they utilize many international contacts, including the ITGLWF.

Free Trade Zones

The market oriented right wing United National Part y (UNP) won the election
in Sri Lanka 1977. UNP tried to stimulate interna tional investment by law
regulation and opening the free zones was the sing| e change of greatest
impact. Katunayake, the first and largest of the f ree zones opened in 1978
near Sri Lanka’'s international airport. The next| argest free zone, in Biyagama
opened in 1985. The businesses established inthe  free zones receive
economic benefits such as free building lots, gener ous loans and 10 years
without taxation. Today there are 14 free zones, 4 03 factories, employing
270,000 workers. 85 % of these are women.

Trelleborg- A Swedish Company in Sri Lanka

Trelleborg is an industrial group that mainly manuf  actures tires for trucks and
machinery. The company has 22,000 employees in 40 different countries and
a yearly sale of goods of 23 billion Swedish crowns . Trelleborg bought their first
factory in Sri Lanka 1988, and some years later the  y opened a new plant in

2 Free Trade Zones & General Services EmployeesrJnio

® Industrial Transport & General Workers Union (efihed in 1982) and Free Trade Zones Workers
Union (established in 2000).

* International Textile, Garment and Leather Workeederation



the Biyagama free zone. Today these two factories have 800 workers, mostly
male. 30 % of these are contract workers, who rece ive only daily wages.

Dem Collective - A Recent Swedish Company in SriLa  nka
With a vision of uniting ecology, ethics, quality a nd good design, Dem
Collective was established in 2004 by Annika Axelss  on and Karin Stenmar.
Their first idea was to use a pre-existing factory  for the production, but none of
the factories fulfilled their vision. Therefore th ey decided to open a factory

where they could oversee all stages of production. They had five employees
from the start, today they are seventeen. Dem Coll ective has also initiated
collaboration with Siyath 5 Foundation where they in a second factory in Galle

in southern Sri Lanka, produce goods for the local market.

Results

We have examined working conditions, wages, housing , and trade union
work in and outside of the free trade zones. We ha ve also made an in-depth
interview with a worker at the Trelleborg plant in Biyagama free trade zone,
and one employee of Dem Collective in the village o f Kadewata.

General working conditions in the Free Trade Zones

® NGO where focus lies on economic development fomen working from home.



In Mars 2008 the union FTZ & GSEU sent a letter to the ministry of Labour and

Manpower with a description of the health condition for women in the Free
Trade Zone, Katunayake. The union had earlier made an investigation about
the health condition among women and measured the B ody Mass Index

(BMI) and found that:
34,2 % suffer from chronic malnutrition
57,2 % do not eat breakfast regularly
30 % skip lunch or dinner regularly

A female garment worker has a vulnerable profession and the health figures
in the study are alarming! The main reason for maln utrition is lack of time. The
women do not have enough time to prepare their own breakfasts and

dinners because they work so much overtime. They mu st skip their lunch
breaks in order to finish their load of work.

There is a shortage of textile workers in Sri Lanka today. Therefore the union

has made it clear to the ministry of Labour that th ey will have problems
recruiting new workers when the situation is as des  cribed above. FTZ & GSEU
are now waiting for response from the Ministry of w hich efforts are to be
expected in order to achieve change in this serious situation.

Wages in Sri Lanka
The subject of wages is important. The minimum wag e is only Rs. 600C¢ and is
far from a salary one can live on.

- We are trying to increase the minimum wages for t he lowest

paid workers, but they are in quite a vulnerable po sition right
now. If they ask for too much money perhaps product ion will be
moved to countries that accept even lower wages. “T hat would

be devastating for us,” says Mr Anton Marcus. “Ther efore, we
must unite textile workers unions from all over the world. “ The

difference between minimum wage and a living wage m eans
that most textile workers are forced to work overti me in order to
make a wage they can live on. These working condit ions are

affecting the workers health.

Anton Marcus and the FTZ & GSEU also collaborate wi  th different trade unions
nationally. In 2006 the government set the living w age at Rs. 11,630 for workers
in the public sector. As a consequence of this FTZ & GSEU and ACFTU & PU
started a campaign demanding the same salary levels as workers in the
public sector. The result was 25,000 union member  signatures to be submitted
to the Ministry of Labour on November 4, 2007, at a meeting near the free

trade zone of Katunayake. One thousand workers cam e to the meeting, but
the minister never showed up. The 60 metre longle  tter demanded wage
increases and promises to continue the campaign for good wages in 2008.

Working conditions at the Trelleborg factory

® In July 2008 Rs. 6000 equalled 360 Swedish crowife minimum wage varies among different
sectors/businesses.
" All Ceylon Free Trade Union & Progress Union



After leaving our passports with Anton Marcus and b eing granted permission,
we entered the Trelleborg plant in the Biyagama Fre e Trade Zone. A local
union representative and a union member from the FT Z & GSEU
accompanied us inside the factory. Armed guards wa tched the entrance to
the Free Trade Zone area. The Plant Manager, MrJa  naka Weeawardena,
met us and showed us around the factory.

The heat struck us on the factory floor, and the so und from the machines was

deafening. The Plant Manager said that the temperat ure was 34 C degrees,
but the workers we talked to estimated the temperat ure closerto 50 C
degrees.

The machines are in constant use, 24 hours aday, s o0 even if a short break is
allowed, it is rarely that workers can leave their machines, as they wouldn’t
accomplish their quotas. During meal breaks they h ave a system in which

they cover for each other. The workers wear safety shoes, but apart from that,
it is only cotton overalls that protect them from h eat and accidents. The tasks
at the various workstations are extremely monotonou S.

After our visit to Trelleborg factory, Anton Marcus had arranged a meeting

where we had the opportunity to discuss working con ditions with a dozen
workers from Trelleborg and other businesses in and  outside the free trade
zone. A debate started at once and we heard that t he need to speak out
about their jobs was massive. Everyone wanted to te Il their lives story. They
expressed great frustration both with regards to wo rking conditions and
salaries. Some of the people at the meeting regarde d us as representatives of

western businesses, so we received many questions.

We explained that we were taking part in a study an d were not
representatives of any Swedish company or authority . Instead we
encouraged them to continue pursuing trade union ri ghts in Sri Lanka. The
tremendous desire for change was cheering: trade u nions can lead in the
right direction, a great asset for all workers in S ri Lanka and others around the
world. After the visit we felt inadequate and help less. Later, we realized that

our impressions were extremely rewarding and instru  ctive.

Wages at Trelleborg

Salaries at Trelleborg two plants are regulated by two different collective
agreements. As of 4 January 2008 they started to w ork in shifts; two morning
shifts, two pm shifts (afternoons), two night shift s and two days free. The basic
monthly salary is Rs. 6,750, excluding compensation  for overtime. Overtime is
also bargained for in the collective agreement.

"Employees working overtime on a normal working day shall be
paid at the rate of one and a half times (1.5) the hourly rate as
authorized overtime. The hourly rate of pay shall b e determined

by dividing the monthly wage by two hundred and for ty (240). " 8

8 Collective agreement of Trelleborg Lanka (PVT) LTIBthe Trelleborg Wheel Systems Lanka it is
divided by 200.



Night shift employees get a supplementary allowance of Rs. 80 per shift.
(About 5 SEK).

The union FTZ & GSEU wants the basic salary to be i ncreased. Instead of

raising the wages the employer prefers to complemen t the salary with
different benefits, such as free lunches and free t ransportation to and from
work. Even some non-work related benefits are regul ated in the collective
agreement: four soaps every month, a free library, loan of holiday bungalows,
toy vouchers for the employees children at Christma s, a wedding contribution
of Rs. 3000 and a vehicle on the day of the wedding , a desk diary and two
calendars at the end of each year and funeral servi ce at the event of an

employee’s family members death.

Our impression is that Trelleborg and other busines  ses are encouraged by the
government not to exceed the minimum wage, and ther efore offer these
benefits instead. The government is afraid that in creased wages would result
in less foreign investment.

Housing

Most workers within the textile industry come from poor rural parts of Sri Lanka
and have moved to the cities to find work. Private hosts offer poor primitive
housing close to the Free Trade Zones. Poor transp  ortation to other
accommodation leaves the workers without any other option.

We got the opportunity to visit some of the workers in the boarding houses

outside of the free trade zone Katunayake. The hous es are built from
concrete in two or three stories and consist of 20 rooms of approximately 12
square meters each. Every building has four toilett es, Showers and clothes
washing is done in the common yard in front of the house. Because there is
no privacy at all, people shower with their clothes on.

The rent for the room is Rs. 2000 a month with an e  lectricity bill of roughly
Rs.250 and is most often shared by 2 — 3 persons.  The room functions as a

kitchen, bedroom, closet and living room all togeth er. There is no ventilation
system and the inner walls don't reach all the way up the ceiling. The open
area into the next room makes it difficult to have any privacy or quiet time

alone.



Difficulties and Opportunities of the Union
Sri Lanka has ratified all 8 fundamental ILO  ° conventions, including the C 87

that declares the right to form trade unions and C 98 on the right to sign a
collective agreement. However, the formation of tra de unions within the free
trade zones is strongly opposed by factory owners. This is criticized by ILO and
the ICFTUWO, The Sri Lankan authority, Board of Investment, w  hich has
approved unions and collective agreements in the fr ee trade zones, has not
supported the work in a satisfactory manner. If 40 % of the employees are
union members the companies are obligated to negoti ate with the union. If
thee are no active union in the work place the coll ective negotiations are

made with the Employees Councils. 11
"There is nothing wrong with the legislation, says  Anton Marcus.
“It’s just that no one follows it".

In 2003 workers of the Trelleborg Wheel System fact ory formed a local union
division together with FTZ & GSEU. On January 11, 2 004 they sent the first letter

to Trelleborg management stating the facts about th e union and its
leadership in order to negotiate with Trelleborg ma nagement. . It took a year
and three months before Trelleborg recognised the t rade union. During this
time a strike broke out and several trade union mem bers were suspended

from work. Trelleborg states in its CSR 12 that they respect the right of
employees to be represented by unions or other asso ciations.

On December 5, 2007 the first collective agreement ever in a Free Trade Zone
in Sri Lanka was signed between Trelleborg and FTZ&  GSEU.

° ILO International labour Organisation

1% |nternational Confederations of Free Trade Unions

1 Employees Councils can be formed by employeesiairkplace instead of a union.
12 Corporate Social Responsibility; social, ethiaadl @nvironmental codes of conduct.



"A Trade Union is a bridge that connects the Manage ment and the
Employees of the Company,” says the local union sec retary, Kasun Lakmal, in
an article in the local Trelleborg magazine T-time.

Madu 13 - a worker at Trelleborg
We also interviewed a worker in one of Trelleborg f actories in Sri Lanka. Madu

was 23 years old when he got a job there through a friend. He started out as

a contract worker, employed on a daily basis, and w as paid Rs. 200 a day. He
worked under these insecure conditions for 3 years until he got a permanent
employment. Anton Marcus informs us that contract workers should be
offered employment after 6 months according to the national labour laws.
"Since the contract workers aren’t union members, b ut comprise a big part of
the staff, they create a problem. Their voices aren 't counted in work place
issues. The trade union is fighting for them to be  offered permanent contracts
and an increased salary. Today contract workers onl y earn 300 rupees per

day", says Madu.

Madu grew up in the village of Biyagama, northwest of Colombo. This is also
where he met his wife whom he married in 2006. They live in his parent’s house
together with his younger brother. They have thei r own rooms, but their
parents sleep in the living room. Madu and his brot her, who works in a textile
factory, support the whole family. Their father was injured at work and can no
longer work.

Madu thinks that the main problems at the Trellebor g plant are the extremely
high temperatures in the premises, the burn marks h e gets from the machines
and that the work is so stressful that they don'th  ave time to sit down to drink
tea in their breaks. He also believes that the quot a of the production is too
high and that the salary is too low. We ask Madu wh at he wishes for in the
future, and he replies: "I want to have three child ren, live peacefully with
others, and build a house."

Thanks to the union and the collective agreement Ma du is rather well paid
compared to, for instance, textile workers in SriL  anka. The employees at
Trelleborg get a salary increment of roughly Rs.100 0 - 1500 per year. Madu is
one of the few workers in Sri Lanka who earns a wag e he can live on without
working overtime.

Dem Collective

Working conditions

The factory, which has the feeling of a large tailo r shop, is located in a green
residential area in the outskirts of the town Kadew ata. Working hours are
between 8 am to 5 pm on weekdays including half an hour lunch break and
two shorter tea breaks. On Saturdays the employees work half a day, and
Sundays are free. They seldom have to work overtim e since the workload is
matched to working hours. Dem Collective meets the criteria of the IFAT

13 The employee has chosen to be anonymous, soweeghgen him the name, Madu.



(International Fair Trade Association) standards, a  nd has advanced in its
development far beyond.

Salary

The basic salary is Rs. 10 000 a month for a machin e operator and a Supervisor
earns Rs. 17 000. The salary is discussed every six months. One of the factors
for a possible wage increase will depend on whether the cost of living in the
country has increased during the recent period. Th e salary is also based on
the skill level of the machine operator.

Union Challenges

There is no active trade union at Dem Collective. We get the feeling from the
employees that they consider it as unnecessary, alt hough the owners
encourage union involvement. They hold workplace m eetings once or twice
a month instead, depending on if there are any ques tions to be discussed.
Since there is no union, they don’t have a collecti ve agreement. The
company uses an employee contract to regulate condi tions and benefits.

Wasanthi — an employee at Dem Collective

After our visit at the small factory we followed on e of the employees home,
just half an hours walk from Dem Collective. Wasan thi has been employed at
the company since it origin in 2004. Today she’st  wenty-five years old and has
been married to Kumara for two years.



We wanted to hear her life story, and find out abou t her living conditions
outside of the work place and look at the quality o f life one can build on a
salary from Dem Collective.

Wasanthi says:

“When | was eight years old me and my five year old er sister
moved away from our family in the mountains to Colo mbo in
order to find work. We worked in the same househol d and

earned Rs. 3000 a month.”

“Our family works in the tea sector where it is dif ~ ficult to make a
good living. Neither me or my sister had the oppor tunity to go to
school, so we've never learned to read or write.”

Their employer in Colombo ran a mattress factory in Kadewata. When
Wasanthi was fourteen she got a job there. It was in this same factory, on the
top floor, where Dem Collective produced its first T-shirts. Wasanthi eventually
moved upstairs as she became one of the first emplo yees of the company.
“ My life has changed drastically through Dem Colle ctive. | have
developed and learned a lot of new skills. | know how to operate

all machine tasks and | took a one-year long Englis h course
through the company.”
Today Wasanthi has a salary of Rs. 15 300 gross. A fter the required social
security fees and a repayment of a loan to Dem Coll ective of Rs. 2500 a
month are deducted she has Rs. 12 000 left for livi  ng expenses. The company
granted her a loan of total Rs. 50 000, which was s  pent on her wedding.
Wasanthi lives with her husband, Kumara, in a house that they built on a
piece of land belonging to his mother, whom also li ves with them. Kumara
has two jobs, working in a printing factory and dri ving trucks. He works longer
hours than his wife, but still doesn’t reach her sa  lary level.

Discussion

We believe that conscious consumers are looking for alternatively produced
products and that an interest in ethical issues has increased among Swedish
people. Hence, in what way do trade unions in Sri Lanka contribute to
achieve ethical trade and, can they help to improve the living conditions of

workers in Sri Lanka?

Supporting the unions to achieve ethical trade ther e is the ILO conventions,
CSR, Global Framework Agreement, Multiple Stakehold er Initiative, national
laws, collective agreements and cooperation with NG O's. Nevertheless the
working conditions remain poor, especially in the f ree trade zones. “The textile
workers around the world have never had worse worki ng conditions”, says
Niel Kearny. "Real wages have declined and working hours increased," he

says to the Clean Clothes Campaign.

ILO Conventions
Sri Lanka has ratified all 8 fundamental ILO conven  tions. The right to form a
trade union and sign a collective agreement is acco rdingly protected.

CSR
The codes of conduct themselves have not improved t he working conditions



of workers in the world. However, Anton Marcus has made use of the

corporate codes of conduct to pursue the question o f their content, such as,
to recognize a newly formed trade union in the work place as in the cases of
the Trelleborg dispute or at Jagalanka.

"The international companies require that the facto ries in Sri Lanka don’t
violate their codes of conduct. However, in 1984, u nder pressure from factory
owners, the government amended the law on total ove rtime hours allowed

from 100 hours a year to 60 hours per month”, says  Anton Marcus.

- The union is a collective voice, says Anton Marcu s from the FTZ & GSEU

National laws

During our stay in Sri Lanka we attended a training course held on Sri Lanka's
employment laws and organised by the FTZ & GSEU. A  senior held the course

official in Labour and Anton Marcus, and the people attending were union
delegates. We judged the education as important in many aspects. First, they
would never have an opportunity for a personal meet ing with an official from
the department of Labour, and that information itse If gave them knowledge
they could restate to friends, family, and use in t heir union work. Personally, it
gave us insight on how the employment laws in the ¢ ountry were structured.

When we later met with workers and discussed workin g conditions this
information helped our understanding.

Collective agreements

How do the collective agreements in Trelleborg cont ribute to more ethical
trade, and can collective agreements help to improv e the living conditions of
workers in Sri Lanka? As of today, Anton Marcus' FT Z & GSEU is the only trade
union in a free trade zone in Sri Lanka that has si  gned a collective

agreement. The Swedish company Dem Collective is th e only textile
company in Sri Lanka that follows the IFAT criteria  and pays their workers a
living wage, about twice as much as the minimum wag e.

The union at the Trelleborg plant signed their cont ract on December 5, 2007.
The journey to reach a collective agreement was lon g and complex. We
have compared our personal experiences and the info rmation we have



received from workers in other factories in the fre e trade zones. The wages

and housing is clearly much lower standard among wo rkers who don't have
a collective agreement.

"If people in the developing countries, join togeth er in unions, they can put
pressure on companies and bring about collective ag reements which
guarantee them fair wages. We can support them in t hat work” says LO TCO

in their guide for ethical trade.

NGOs — good support

The workers in Sri Lanka must fight their own battl e, just as we in Sweden have
done since the early 1900s. On May 1, 2008, the u  nion FTZ & GSEU made a
manifestation for their rights and produced a poste r, which stated that they
have to stay together in order to win future strugg les.

n

"You are a part of the success.
Different types of NGO's can support the unions in their struggle. The Friedrich
Ebert Stiftung assists the union with legal compete  nce. Other international
NGO's provide financial aid to support the dissemin ation of information.

"It is the solidarity among people of all countrie s that makes it possible for me

to continue the hard work We receive support even t hough we are a
comparably small trade union,” Anton Marcus answers when we ask him
where he gets the power and strength to follow thro ugh so many important

cases against factory owners and companies.

Conclusion and new / additional topics
Over the past 100 years the Swedish trade union mov ement has worked to

ratify the ILO conventions, implemented and develop ed labour rights and
improved the working conditions for Swedish people. As Swedish
entrepreneurs establish businesses in other countri  es, such as Sri Lanka, they
bring experiences from home to the new country. | t is obvious that many

businesses want to take advantage of the cheap labo ur force in developing



countries.

We have seen that this can be done by implementing fair working conditions
and we highlight that the local unions have an impo rtant role in this process.
Dem Collective is an excellent example of the possi bilities of running a
successful business with good working conditions. As of today, it is a small-
scale production however. With help from the trade union, Trelleborg has

made some progress in its ethical work.

"Both the trade unions and FLO's (Fairtrade Labelli  ng organisation) goals are
to improve conditions for workers. The unions buil  d the incredibly important
ground work to increase workers awareness of their rights, and give them the
opportunity to join together and make a change,” sa ys one of the groups in
its report from the Red Cross course in 2006.

There are millions of people all over the world who need to experience the
positive changes that union and ethical work can ac hieve. The companies’
goals of maximizing profits do not mach with this v ision. Therefore the workers
and unions across national boundaries have to stay united, or the

problematic issues of poor working conditions will just be transferred to

another part of the world.

Two tools, which we believe can become guiding prin ciples in this work, are
the Global Framework Agreement and Multiple Stakeho Ider Initiative. These
constellations require strong local trade unions. | t would be interesting if next

year's group at the Red Cross Community College rep orted further on the
progress of this work.

Catja Kaloudis, Maja Jérgensen, Anton Marcus, Linus Lindberg
and Marcus' assistant Asantha Gerard Silva.
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