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Introduction

Haiti is the poorest country in the Western hemisphere. It has suffered from a turbulent political climate since the 1970’s and has suffered from chronic under-investment in its basic infrastructure. In November 2000, Jean-Bertrand Aristide was returned to power for a second time since the early 1990’s by popular mandate. However, it now seems that Haiti will succumb to Structural Adjustment Programmes imposed by the IMF, with potentially devastating effects on the already impoverished population.

The purpose of taking two trade unionists from the GMB Northern region to Haiti was to develop awareness of globalisation issues amongst grassroots trade unionists and to foster international solidarity between trade unionists around the world. The two GMB activists came from a background of organising in the textiles and food production sector in the North of England.

The aim of the visit was to gain an understanding of the problems that confront working people in Haiti. War on Want’s project partner Bataye Ouvriye is a confederation of small unions representing workers in the agricultural and industrial sectors. The delegation were also able to visit representatives from the press and teaching unions. In addition, we met the President of the Haitian Manufacturer’s Association, someone who is regarded as a progressive industrialist working in the garments sector as well as the Minister for Social Affairs, a key figure in Aristide’s government.

The Diary of events…

Some of this report is quite detailed because it is worth highlighting quite how deliberately obstructive local bureaucracy can be to trade unions.

Friday 2nd March


We met Yannick Etienne from Bataye Ouvriye at Hotel Oloffson in Port au Prince to run through the programme.

A meeting had been arranged at the Guacimal (Cointreau) plantation with Cointreau workers. The workers have been on strike and are due to return to work on Monday. The local Mayor from the Lavalas party was on the side of the workers but has now moved across. He has been talking with the workers and has split their solidarity. Bataye Ouvriye had told him not to interfere with conflicts.

The Zephir family are key players in the management of the orange plantations which produce oranges for Cointreau and Grand Marnier in the North of Haiti and are seen as protagonists in the worker’s struggle for improved pay and working conditions. Daniel Zephir’s wife for example, is a friend of the Minister for Social Affairs and is able to influence whether a trade union is recognised.

Yannick described BO as a social movement which links workers struggles not just unions. BO people understand more about labour laws and regulations. She said that the workers situation is very paternalistic. Bataye Ouvriye attends meetings on behalf of, or with union people because the latter are often illiterate. We asked about the 6 people who Zephir had refused to meet during negotiations with Grand Marnier and BO confirmed that the 6 had been part of the struggle and knew what was going on at the GM plantation. The Union had asked BO to be there for support.

There are also workers that BO represent at the Novella factory owned by Nonce Zephir which produces primarily coffee and cocoa. The Cointreau plantation (Guacimal) is just outside a town called St Raphael.

Saturday 3rd March

We met with “Jacques” and “Anna” from Bataye Ouvriye in a hotel in Cap Haitien. These are not their own names but they are fearful of personal attacks.

Jacques accompanied us to the Guacimal plantation which is approximately 2 hours drive from Cap Haitien. He filled us in not only with the local issues but also the whole issue of organising in the countryside. This effectively amounted to a Marxist analysis of the capitalist system. He said that one of the problems with organising in the countryside was that things soon became violent because people’s tools were their weapons. 

In order for a union to have a meeting or to have any visitor at their meetings they must provide a written invitation. We had been given an official invitation from the Guacimal union, however when we arrived on the plantation itself the local mayor and two other officials were also there. The mayor was not happy that he had not been told of our visit or given a copy of the written invitation. He was not prepared to let the meeting go ahead. The situation deteriorated quite rapidly with accusations made against the mayor that the Lavalas party was no different from the “Duvalieristes”. Some of the workers who had turned up to the meeting were non-union members and arguments soon developed amongst the workers themselves. Eventually the meeting was reconvened at a nearby school.

Jacques spoke passionately to the crowd about their situation and then both the GMB and War on Want gave an introduction to their respective organisations and made it clear that the purpose of the trip was to offer international solidarity and to see what practical help it might be possible to offer. The meeting lasted over an hour and people were really keen to tell us of their frustrations in the face of an apparently intransigent management.

The meeting threw up some obvious questions for Daniel Zephir for our meeting on Tuesday. Firstly had he asked the mayor to stop the meeting and secondly on the issue of union recognition (certification) was his wife’s close relationship with the Minister for Social Affairs being used to block the union’s request for recognition.

After the meeting had taken place, we returned to Cap Haitien to feedback to Anna and other BO activists and to make preparations for the two large meetings of workers who BO represents which was scheduled to take place on Sunday.

Sunday 4th March

The Bataye Ouvriye Committee was convened in  a room in a local secondary school. There is a law in Haiti which allows meetings to take place in public buildings such as schools. However, once again, town officials turned up to try to disrupt the meeting. This seemed to be largely inspired  by local rum and the officials were eventually sent away.

The Committee consisted of representatives from Grand Marnier, Novella, Union of Foodworkers (from Le Croissant d’Or), Madline (orange processing plant), World Food Programme, one baker and workers from the Hotel Bec. Each workplace union had put forward at least their secretary and treasurer. We were addressed by a spokesperson from each workplace union.

Grand Marnier

The major grievances were that 

· although a dispensary had been built, it was empty.

· the old well had not been refurbished and that having had people climbing in it the workers were not happy to drink water from it

· There was no provision for annual leave, sick leave or maternity leave.

The workers had decided to strike as of the 4th March.

Sixty two year old M. St Etienne told us how having spent 31 years on the plantation he could not even afford his own house – he was very keen to show us where he lived.. He was the first man to open up the fields for Grand Marnier.

Jean Batistiere said there were lots of problems at Grand Marnier. He is an orange picker and although the union had asked for 7.50 gourdes/box, the management would only pay 7.25 gdes, out of which the pickers have to pay the picker-uppers. In 1999 he started to build a house but he can’t finish it because he cannot get a loan especially because he is a union member.

Justin Joseph is the secretary and he complained that there was no longer any provision for sick leave. If there’s an accident there is no way to get to a doctor The union is the only way to gain any progress.

One worker who had been at the Grand Marnier plantation for twenty years had had problems with his badge. He had handed in his photo for his ID badge but his controller said he could not have a badge. Instead they asked for a photograph of his wife even though she had never worked there. Recently, he had been moved from working as an orange picker to being an orange cutter, he feared that by moving him he would lose his employment rights. 

Guacimal – Madline

M Jean-Baptiste is the BO Co-ordinator-General. He started in January 2000. He sent the recognition papers for the union to the Ministry for Social Affairs in July but has only just received recognition. The union had given us an official invite.

The workers argued that M. Philippe Monpoint (the supervisor) shows them no respect at all. Since they have been unionised they feel that they can stand up to him. The membership took a list of demands to him: They asked for:

· toilets and showers but didn’t get the latter

· A place to rest and change

· Fresh water

The union had asked for payment of 20 gourdes/box but they got 4 gourdes. There are many accidents but the employer refuses to pay transport or hospital fees. They are anxious to reach a solution because it takes over an hour to get to hospital.

A common complaint is that Daniel Zephir has no respect for the workforce. Despite meeting five times there has been no action on their demands for improvements in working conditions. They have let him know that they will hold an official strike. 

There had been an incident in the workplace where Daniel Zephir’s gang had apparently been waiting for the union members who had legally arranged to hold a meeting. The letter was taken from them but the gang asked why they had turned up to work and proceeded to throw oranges without cutting them into the machinery thus possibly causing serious damage.

Nonce Zephir is responsible for the operations at Madline but Daniel is the “action man”. Apparently Daniel was very pleased with the way things went.

More than one member said they were not concerned about the risk to themselves because since the work and the employer was killing them anyway they may as well die for the right to be a union member.

Several people commented on the presence of so-called “yellow” unions within the company.

Novella

Anne-Rose Jean-Pierre  is the Coordinator General and Janine Robert is the Secretary.

The workers have to sort the coffee, cocoa and orange peel for transport to the docks. The women sit on the floor sorting coffee beans from the chaff by hand. This is very uncomfortable and regularly causes back ache. They have wage tariffs of 25 gourdes for the amount of work done regardless of how long it takes. Again they complained of a lack of respect – they are not allowed to look the supervisors in the eye.

In 1996 they were the first union in the North, since then they have fought for improvements and got 50 gourdes. After a long struggle they now have won 70 gourdes, however prices rise so fast that the workers cannot afford to pay for their children to go to school. The management has said that they will not pay any more, and have now said that they want to revert to the minimum wage of 36 gourdes again. They also want to stop maternity leave (90 day paid). The union has asked for fans and a restroom, decent toilets, drinking water, but have got none of these so far.

Inside the factory the workers are treated “worse than dogs”. They want to know and hope that we can find out which companies the Novella coffee goes to. The executive speak on behalf of all the women workers there.

For the men, it was felt that from the beginning Novella has wanted to crush the workers. After working for the company for 50 years no severance pay has been paid or any money to go towards the costs of schooling.

The union was formed in 1996 because they thought that they were being worked to death. The men carry 100 kg bags on their shoulders Janine has to sort 1 sack of coffee for 16 gourdes which takes approx. one day – this is not possible. Now they are members of a union they feel that they can speak to the management. The men involved with the Bataye Ouvriye committee were sacked for their union activity. Management had refused to pay the 7th February public holiday. All the unions involved in the orange and coffee bean processing want to federate because they regard the Zephir’s as a common enemy.

Another organisation called “Fighting Women” has been set up inside the company but this is a “Yellow” union as they report to the management. They exist to crush the BO sanctioned union. One BO woman was slapped by another woman worker. At the tribunal the company paid for the other woman’s costs.

P.A.M. – World Food Programme

The workforce know that they have been exploited for nine years – and that they have never respected the labour laws. They formed the union in 1999 and gradually they have been gaining rights.

At one point they were harassed and handcuffed, they were reported to the police and accused of being thieves. The police however, recognised that this was not the case. The union got them a lawyer and took the case to tribunal. The union won but the UN still did not want to pay because they said they were above Haitian law. 

The union has won resting areas, showers and toilets for them but the workers still have no sick pay or bonus. The deputy coordinator had an accident at the workplace before the union was recognised. He had to pay for his own health care although the other workers all helped him. However, he could only have cheap care consequently he is still suffering. He was not paid while he was recovering and again his fellow workers out something aside for him.

PAM have given us a discussion document which needs translating.

Hotel Beck

There has been a major crisis in Hotel Beck. The union was started in 1997 because despite their demands the workers were only paid 20 gourdes. The boss tried to fire all the union members but didn’t get them all. The rest stayed on to fight. The boss still refuses to meet the union and will leave the hotel rather than meet with them.

Recently the boss has promised to give the workers a badge but so far has not delivered. First of all the workers have to sign a contract before getting their badge and the contract is not in their favour. They had no negotiating rights at all prior to the union. Even now the wages do net meet the cost of living. Workers are paid 35-36 gourdes/day. The employer takes 13 dollars/month which is supposedly for a pension but the workers have nothing in writing. When they tried to find out where their money had gone the authorities claimed that they had lost their birth certificates.

Croissant d’Or

This is a bakery where the workers had tried to form a union twice before but on both occasions everyone was fired. On 16th December 1999 armed guards were sent to their homes. The owner Estefane Stefano came home at 2 am and started shooting.

In October 2000 the coordinator of the union was fired so on October 26th the workers went out on strike. On November 1st six union members were fired, despite the Minister for Social Affairs saying very definitely that people should be reinstated – the company has so far refused to reinstate.

In the summing up at the end of the meeting it was made clear that what exists is a class struggle between workers against employers. The employers (patrons) have the police and the administration on their side.

Even if cases go to court, nine times out of ten the bosses win. For example five judges at the court in Cap Haitien refused to take on the cases of a worker who had been beaten up because it was the boss and the security men who beat the worker up. This worker still has a problem with his right eye.

It is generally felt that the workers need to unite to gain strength. By forming a federation these unions feel that they can represent the working class.

The two major problems that confront the workers are that the bosses decide who they will meet with and that they refuse to meet with BO even though they are acting as representatives for the unions.

Later that afternoon we went to another large assembly where we were introduced to a man called Veus who acts as the BO Legal Assistant. The Moderator of this large assembly sang songs about the workers struggle for us. A collection was taken from the Grand Marnier and the Novella workers and it was agreed that two BO members should come with us to visit Daniel Zephir. “Anna” read out a copy of the campaigning letter that union members in the UK have been writing to Grand Marnier, the crowd gave it a standing ovation and at that moment the importance of international solidarity became clear.

A Doctor had just been recruited to BO and he would be helping BO to put the case for Health & Safety at work. Grand Marnier and Novella have now finally agreed to have a doctor on site. At this point there was some dissent in the crowd because some argued that he couldn’t possibly understand the problems in the workplace. One woman had been sick for two weeks and had received no pay nor seen a doctor. She worked on the Grand Marnier plantation. The doctor said that he can’t force the company to give medicines only the union members can do that.

At the moment if people do get sick pay or maternity pay then Zephir takes a bit back each Friday so that sick pay ends up being paid back as though it were a loan.

The Bataye Ouvriye lawyer said that the Ministry for Social Affairs doesn’t even bother to observe the basic minimum. They are always on the side of the bosses and even the bosses agree about this!

With regards to the man who had been beaten up, Zephir didn’t pay any money. There was someone taking notes in an official capacity but these notes were subsequently altered. Even going to a higher court results in the same thing happening. Even after going to appeal, one of the judges knew Daniel Zephir and the other judge couldn’t hear it because he said he had been threatened by workers.

The bosses still continue as though these were feudal times, they refuse to make even the smallest concessions. Partly this is allowed to continue because there is such a weak state.

In the case of the Guacimal worker who was beaten up, even though he went to a government representative who should have had the perpetrator arrested, the victim had no opportunity to find out what the accused had to say. The workers need to have lawyers working on their side because they can’t do it all themselves.

During the meeting a well known middle class union sympathiser (although he turned out to be a well know left wing political activist) moved the debate from a union to a political level. He said that Aristide was representative of the middle classes. People need to do more than union activities to improve their lives. He said it was not just Aristide that was a traitor but the whole of the Lavalas party. 

This was met with silence from the audience.

Monday 5th March

Madline Orange Processing Plant

We visited the processing plant where oranges destined for Cointreau are sent from the plantation. Banks of women chop oranges with sharp knives and throw them into a large tank of water where a man wades up and down with a large paddle pushing the oranges around and presumably bruising the orange skin to help release the oils. The women showed us how inevitably they cut their hands. Their fingers are roughly bandaged. But this means that their fingers are quite often being soaked in citric acid and their fingertips and fingernails look badly worn.

We also saw the new toilet block that had been provided for them recently. Although rudimentary it was a vast improvement on what had gone before. It was not clear however, who would be responsible for the maintenance.

One of the production managers was interested to know what the purpose of our visit was and what we thought we could achieve. Rather than go into a lecture about globalisation as a concept, we were able to explain that while they received the minimum wage at Madline, we in the “North” were paying £18 (at least) for a bottle of Cointreau and that someone was obviously making a disproportionate profit somewhere along the line!

Grand Marnier Plantation

The delegation were met at the gates to the plantation by a large group of mostly female workers who sang pro-worker songs and danced with the delegation all the way to the plantation. At the plantation we met with the plantation site manager who after some initial anxiety was quite amenable to our visit. We were shown the new toilet block that M de Jouvencel (from Grand Marnier in Paris) had told us about at War on Want before our visit. These were relatively clean (except for the dead tarantula). We were also shown the well that was supposed to have been modified to supply clean drinking water for the workforce. However, although we saw four new taps on the wall, there was no evidence of any building work around the well site or signs of any irrigation system.

One of the most alarming sights was women sorting dried orange peel only feet away from torn bags of ferrous sulphate, a well known carcinogen used on the crops.

We spoke to the workers about the dispensary. They told us that the first medicines had arrived in October but that nothing else had arrived until February 21st. We had met with Mr de Jouvencel in London on February 16th!

Novella

We went on to the Novella factory where coffee beans and orange peel are sorted ready for transportation. Apart from the fact that the work for both men and women is hard, the facilities were by far the worst we had seen. The toilets were disgusting by any standards. Apparently the workers have asked many times for new toilet blocks but all that happens is that occasionally someone comes and throws bleach down on the floor.

The men carry heavy sacks around the yard – Barry Sewell tried to carry one sack and managed to hurt his shoulder in the process.

The women have to sit on the floor in one of the factory buildings. They sit with straw pans between their legs for several hours at a time. This puts significant stress on their backs and their legs. The building has no ventilation and is hot even when the factory is empty. 

We also saw the drinking facility which was a large rusty and split tank with taps on the side. This was at best unhygienic but certainly a breeding ground for germs.

Tuesday 6th March

We met with Daniel Zephir who gave us a brief history of the Novella plantations. 

Daniel Zephir is now only in charge of the Marnier plantations but oversees the Guacimal plantation. Guacimal doesn’t belong to Cointreau but they are a minority shareholder, Novella is the majority shareholder. Nonce Zephir (Daniel’s brother) is in charge of the day to day running and Daniel helps out.

The produce from Guacimal is exported to US companies as well as to Cointreau, especially essential oils. They used to export approximately 90 drums of oil although now it is only 30 – 40.

When Guacimal was set up in the 1960’s the factory was located on the plantation and not at Madline. It was hoped that there would be a rosy future but it has not developed this way. The underground irrigation system has failed, and transportation is difficult. Now they only produce oranges and grow millet instead of limes which would have been grown in earlier times. Marnier produces 70,000 crates of oranges compared to only 15 – 17,000 crates from Guacimal. Now Guacimal buys oranges from local planters. The Dominican republic, Brazil and the Ivory Coast are competitors because they have mechanised operations. The Zephirs will take a decision at the end of March as to whether they will continue production – this is talking about the future of Guacimal as a company ( the end of March is the end of the season). This years production has been lost because of action by the union. It is proposed to hold a meeting with the Executive Committee (BO) on the Grand Marnier plantation.

In the meantime, Bataye Ouvriye members were holding a protest outside in the street.

Speaking specifically about the situation at Grand Marnier, Daniel Zephir said that the water filtration system had been put in place between May and October 2000, he said that the water is pumped through two types of filtration system and that each week the filters are changed. The BO representatives asked M Zephir to come and drink the water. They said that the water in the centrifuge and in the shower does not get filtered.

We asked whether the workers had seen the installation being put in, DZ said we could write to the company about the installation.

On the subject of the new toilet block, DZ said that a man is supposed to clean the toilets but most of the workers did not know how to use the toilets. We suggested that if this was the case then the nurse could fulfil a very useful function in running public health and hygiene classes. Daniel agreed with this, so we shall pursue this from the UK.

We asked about the women who had to sit on the floor to sort oranges and DZ said this was not supposed to happen at Grand Marnier because the oranges are supposed to be clean. Sometimes oranges have to be sent to Novella because there is insufficient space. DZ argued that the women on the plantation took six days to do a job that he believed could be done in one day and he is not prepared to carry on with that process. However he believes that it was a humanitarian point to leave the work for women to do, if he changes this process then between 6 and 8 women will lose their jobs.

Referring to the “picker-uppers”, DZ said that the picker up situation was in place and it was not clear how much the pickers were paid. In July 2000, DZ had negotiations with the workers about a salary rise and they discussed the team of two system and at that time he argued that the union was in favour.

The rate for the pickers increased from 4.90 to 7.25 gourdes. He acknowledged that the system was archaic and unfair but there had been no reason to change. He said that there was not a problem in changing the system but the management would decide how much.

There is no doubt that the picker upper is an employee – if they have an accident they get insurance. He also stressed that the picker must keep the same picker upper.

This clearly needs to be clarified with GM in Paris.

Nothing had happened before 1993 only after 1999 when the union was there. In order to reach higher wages the workers have to work really hard. DZ said there was a wage rise every year even when there wasn’t a union although he acknowledged they were probably not meeting the unions expectations. 

DZ has also set up a loan system charging 0% interest. DZ said that he was categorically against having children on the plantation. GM is paying to mend the fence around the nearby school but BO wants to have a school on the site because by giving money to the state school they are supporting a corrupt state.

On the subject of union recognition, DZ said he had no problem meeting individual unions but he does not recognise Bataye Ouvriye.

The subject of the 7th February holiday pay came up because there had been no resolution to the situation about permanent workers. DZ did not pay the 1st and 2nd January or 7th February (a National holiday for the Presidential inauguration) because the weather conditions were such that people did not work until February 15th. Coincidentally the workers were paid for the 7th February on Saturday 3rd March just before our visit.

The BO representatives argued that there had been discrimination because the Novella workers had been paid for the 1st and 2nd January. DZ (with his Novella hat on) said they were given a week off because it would be better for them. 

DZ wanted to comment on the political manipulation in BO. On November 30th DZ had asked to meet with the GM union. There was a representative from the Ministry of Social Affairs, a Doctor and a nurse. The Social Affairs representative took names of people when the BO members turned up some of whom had been fired from the Novella plant. There was then some kind of altercation which appeared difficult to unravel.

Eveque St. Louis, an ex-worker of Novella had claimed that Daniel and Nonce Zephir had financed the coup against Aristide in 1991 and were in the process of funding another one. Daniel had since written to the Minister for Social Affairs and had copied this to Port –au-Prince, and things had quietened down. However, DZ had been threatened with being tied up and beaten by Eveque.

DZ had seen a letter signed by  the Executive Committee of the GM union. It claimed that DZ had said that “our father Aristide” is being sworn in and so he would not pay the workers because he didn’t want Aristide in power. They also said that Nonce was in Cap whereas Nonce was actually at the Palace. DZ said that BO are influencing the political situation and that he has no idea how many copies were made of that letter.

BO responded by saying that if the bosses were operating at the political level then BO could also operate at the political level.

Nonce Zephir arrived at this moment but unfortunately we had to leave to catch a flight back to Port-au-Prince. We managed to establish that the coffee from Novella is exported to manufacture amongst others Nescafe and Lavazza.

17.30 at Port au Prince

We had a meeting with the BO International Committee for Solidarity where we were able to have an interesting dialogue and gave both sides a good opportunity to find out more about each others organisations.. We heard from women working in the textile factory in Delmas. One woman had been suspended and another fired for their union activity. Yannick had been to the Ministry for Social Affairs that morning but there was noone there – she will go back on Thursday. 

The union had asked for a wage rise, sick pay, maternity pay and drinking water. If workers make claims they are abused by the boss. They make trousers, baby clothes etc for a company called “Elsie (LC)?” for export to the US. That company makes underwear for export to the US. It is an assembly plant where the clothes arrive cut in pieces for assembly at the factory.

Richrd Coles who we hoped to meet on Thursday, was considered to be one of the better employers. He owns 8 or 9 factories employing 6000 people. However, it has been noted that he has now been suspending people without notice and using it as a disciplinary measure. This they argued is actually restructuring and so should actually be laying off.

A team working in the factory has a quota to meet. It takes 13 people to make 270 x 12 = 3240/day. They make 18H$ per day, if you don’t reach your quota it goes down to H$7.20 per day.

The women complained that people are getting sick on the job because they are having to work too hard. Richard Coles had been the best payer but now this is no longer the case because others are catching up. The union had quite a few members but Richard Coles does not recognise unions. The average working hours are 7.00 – 3.30pm, but if you haven’t finished you stay on until it has finished.

Ronnie asked for information as to where the work goes. Yannick said that this would need some work to find out because people can’t read English.

Yannick spoke of the campaign around T-shirts being produced for Disney. BO were helped by several NGO’s and churches  but they say it would be better to have greater solidarity with other Trade Unions in Haiti.

The committee commented that factories were being closed down even in Haiti, they also noted that now foreign mechanics and supervisors are being paid in US$. This has an advantage for the company because Haitian supervisors would have some human relationship with the workers whereas foreign supervisors such as Philippinos cannot chat to the workers. Also workers are moved around from factory to factory in order to make it more difficult to organise.

Ronnie asked what in general terms was the role of BO.

It is a developing movement covering five different “departments” in Haiti. It was started in Port-au-Prince in the factories and also in neighbourhoods. Now they are sending people around Haiti. BO is not a union but a movement and it has no legal recognition. In order to get round this they are aiming at a confederation of unions – an inter-union confederation.

It is not known exactly how big Bataye Ouvriye is. There are a number of peasant associations and Bataye Ouvriye is now organising in the country. The scene in the cities is very different than that in the countryside, It is still quite unstable because  the political situation in Haiti is still unstable. The situation now is quite different from that of 1999 in that Bataye Ouvriye has gone from being an organisation to a movement. 

Wednesday 7th March 

– visit to the Banana Plantation in Kapons (3rd section of Arcahaie)

There are many plantations each having approximately 45 workers to a team, although some only have two so it can take a long time. The workers are paid a rate for the job so it doesn’t make any difference how long it takes to do the job. The old system of “half and half” still exists, where half goes to the company and half of the bananas go to the workers. The salary has not really changed from 25 gourdes per day, although the workers feel they now have a bit more respect.

In the 1960’s they used to export bananas to the Bahamas but now they import bananas from the Dominican Republic. The workforce is mostly male on the plantation and women sell the bananas. BO works with a union called Futrasona in DR but not specifically in the banana plantations.

At the meeting today there were delegates from three zones. George from BO showed us a leaflet printed on the War on Want printer. The printer was desperately needed in December when they needed to mass produce some leaflets. Now they have 2 printers in Port-au-Prince and one in Cap Haitien. BO also runs education programmes on the plantation.

We asked the delegates what exactly they would like us to try to deliver for them, they replied:

· Militant Solidarity

· Material Solidarity (they had received $10000 from Solidarnocz, $7000 had gone to NLC and $3000 to BO)

· Access to the people’s tribunal in Belgium

· Support demonstrations outside factories - There had been a concert where everyone had been given a letter to sign and hand in to the garment factory BVF

· Pressure on companies or the government or the EU (e.g. for bananas)

· Training materials from GMB

· Material help in funding a dormitory

· Money for legal assistance

· Money for educational materials and lamps (it costs H$500 for a lamp and they need one lamp per classroom. There are two classrooms per locality and there are three localities in the banana plantation area, i.e.6 lamps.

Another problem was the issue of immigrant workers. These workers come into Haiti for short periods hence it is difficult to keep people in the union. The GMB members suggested that maybe BO could co-ordinate these workers and suggest which would be the appropriate union for them to join.

Thursday 8th March 2001

Yannick had asked the delegation to help leaflet women workers at the gates of the Industrial Park as part of International Women’s Day. However, although one or two BO representatives arrived, there were no leaflets to distribute nor any significant numbers of people to demonstrate at the gates. Ronnie in particular felt that this was an opportunity missed as literally thousands of women streamed past us at the end of their shift. The best we could offer were a few GMB balloons!

One of the companies producing garments on the Industrial Park is owned by Richard Coles who is close to the government in that he is the current President of the Haitian ManufacturersAssociation. He is recognised as a progressive industrialist and owns 8 or 9 factories producing garments for export. Richard Coles produces T-shirts for K-Mart and Wal-Mart amongst others in the US market.

We were shown round one of his factories which was very clean and modern, with the quota targets pinned to each machine or put up at each work station. The whole operation was very smooth.

We asked him whether he had heard of Bataye Ouvriye – he had heard that there was some organisation called Force Ouvriye which was trying to organise but didn’t really have any more knowledge than that.

He said that in 1986 the unions had too much freedom and that nowadays people didn’t want to join unions because they were associated with trouble. 

The Haitian manufacturers Association comprises employers who are committed to treating their workers decently. He admitted that not all the members were so keen on that aspect but it was worth it in order to belong to the HMA. The members of the HMA have endorsed labour standards from (e,g,) the ILO, and in this way they are working closely with globalisation. They have also put into place a monitoring system.

However, RC also said that he was under increasing pressure to reduce his labour costs because he had already had to close down one operation because the order had gone to China where the labour costs were cheaper still. He regards his workforce as skilled and therefore that they should be paid decently.

RC said that personally, he would prefer to have a union in his factory so that he had a single focus point with which to negotiate. The situation is not very satisfactory at present because he has to try to talk to everyone after they have walked out. He confirmed the quota system which Ronnie said was a similar system to that in place in some factories in the UK.

Friday 9th March

Coordination Syndicale d’Haiti (CSH)

We met M Arnold Antonin the Director of the Petion Bolivar Centre and some representatives of the so-called “formal” trade unions from the Teachers and the Press. One of the activities of the centre is to coordinate the work of 14 trade unions in Haiti. The CSH also works with Bill Jordan and Luiz Anderson at the ICFTU.

Amongst the unions that the CSH coordinates are the National Press Union which is a member of the International Federation of Press Unions; the Teachers unions CNEH and FOS, CATH the Autonomous Workers Confederation and the Nurses Union (the latter were unable to be present because they were involved in activities around National Women’s Day.

The CSH do not have any relations with Bataye Ouvriye. They are members of Education International, but they do not have any formal links with the ICFTU except to send them articles about Haiti and to correspond with them. The CSH will be sending a delegate to an International Conference in Washington which will be taking place in Washington in April.

The Press Union has more than 100 members while the teachers co-ordinate approximately 3000 members. In 1999 there was a significant strike by the teachers which was supported by the ICFTU. The strike occurred because there were protocols established in 1997 about working conditions and teacher training signed with all the unions at the National Palace. There was a signed agreement with Parliament and the Palace and was therefore equivalent to law. They wanted to have a realistic debate about for example, laboratories, computers and canteens as well as problems such as the lack of first aid facilities. There are approximately 800,000 children who are not being educated and it is widely thought that this is an underestimate. The strike did achieve a wage rise for teachers of 50% although they had asked for 82%. Teachers do have insurance but it is not worth the paper it is written on, in October 1999 this led to another strike but none of their demands were met. Since then, there have been arbitrary firings of teachers and at this point the ICFTU were contacted to put pressure on the government. Those who were not reintegrated were of course the union officials.

The official unions do not normally have problems with the Minister for Social Affairs in the same way as the agricultural sector or assembly workers, except for Forum 450 which represents Civil Servants, Public School Inspectors and Head Teachers. The state is generally hostile to trade unions, members are threatened by phone or members are arrested or harassed. There is a reticence to accept a civil servants union – there are approximately 40,000 people in the civil Service. The 1987 constitution which would have allowed recognition was never really implemented.

The government has established its own union called the Association of Educators of Haiti 2004 and the Union of Inspectors and Head Teachers. At present the children have been cynically used to break strikes in schools. In addition the government whether at local or national level is unclear, used a popular band during carnival to denounce the strikes and put out announcements on the radio and television. This has resulted in demotivation and fear amongst teachers as potential union members, with some leaving to teach in the Dominican Republic, US or Canada.

The Press Union promotes the causes of other unions but rarely its own. The press industry is very poor and represent the poorest people in the official sector. They face a constant struggle to keep the conditions they have – the Press is most certainly not free. Two key characters have been assassinated recently, Jean Dominique was a radical journalist who broadcast on the radio.

The press Union is holding a Forum on May 3-5th to discuss the freedom of the Press in Haiti with and analysis of the last 15 years. The Press in Haiti are treated differently from the International press when it comes to state visits such as the most recent visit from the Dominican Republic.

International Solidarity is now really important because of globalisation. In the public perception teachers and the press are most badly treated. In South West Haiti, teachers are persecuted and arrested by police and schools are closed. The children are forced to slap the teachers under orders of the Chief Inspector who himself was a teacher. The teacher who was slapped was also a journalist working for Radio Inter (like Jean Dominique). The new administration in that region of Haiti has announced that the political troubles have been caused because the teachers are supporters of the previous regime. This is not so much because this is National Government Policy but more that there has been no check on what has been happening in the name of the National Government. 

The teachers union have excellent coordination with the Dominican Republic through the ICFTU and the ILO.

Other unions COTA, KOTH, OGTTH are all trying to coordinate agricultural workers. In July 1998 these unions met with the Dominican Republic’s Labour Minister and the head of a company concerned with sugar production.

In the same way as our partners from Bataye Ouvriye  had said, one of the key issues is that the Code du Travail (the Haitian Labour Code) is obsolete and is being revised without reference to the unions. The new Minister for Justice had attended a tripartite meeting with unions to discuss the Labour Code although he was there in a civil capacity. This highlighted the general problem that the legislature and the Judiciary are not separate so change is very slow to happen. The unions argue that the government announcement that it is going to open up is really opening it up to the business sector.

Several key action points were identified:

1. Set up an exchange programme

2. Funding of projects for the Press Forum

3. Funding to help with modernisation

4. Training – could GMB send some education materials

5. An information centre was set up in 1997 but is badly resourced – needs small library and access to the Internet.

At present, union recruitment is clandestine because noone wants to admit they are in a union because they then can’t get jobs in times of high unemployment.

The delegation went on to discuss how to unionise a largely illiterate population with no history of unionism. In Haiti, a union member is seen almost as a misfit and this encourages the clandestine nature of trade unionism.

The unions we met want to try to develop ways to show that trade unions are democratic. They want to develop education programmes in factories, in the informal sector and for houseworkers to teach them how to serve at table etc and to help them to unionise.

Friday p.m. Minister for Social Affairs – Dr Eude StPreux Craan

The delegation and Yannick Etienne from Bataye Ouvriye met with the Minister at her office in Port-au-Prince. The Minister spoke of her aspirations for the future and confirmed that she thought there was a legitimate role for trade unions to play in the new Haiti. She went on to say later that she could not envisage any situation where a union would not be accepted.

She hopes to be setting up a tripartite forum for the Bosses, Unions and the State. She is a member of a transition team looking at how to build partnerships and wants to encourage dialogue between unions and the government. The Minister hopes to have the revised codes put into the 100 day programme which is a "“fast track" programme. The State has a lot of work to build trust.

She commented that Aristide’s priority was to address the issue of the judiciary. He had visited the Women’s prison on International Women’s Day.

Proposed Itinerary
Sunday 4th March
2pm meet with Bataye Ouvriye people at Cap Haitien

4pm union meeting in a school with workers from many workplaces. War on Want/GMB to give a talk. BO trying to organise the “bourrettiers” (the people who push large scoop shaped carts around)

Monday 5th March
Meet Daniel Zephir

Tuesday 6th March
Fly back to Port au Prince for meeting at the Export Processing Zone. 


p.m. meet the BO International Solidarity Commission as well as factory workers and te textile workers at Delmas.


The manager at the EPZ, Richard Coles, does pay more than elsewhere. He has joined Aristide’s Association of Industrialists and is regarded as a progressive young boss.

Wednesday 7th March
Visit Arcahaie plantation workers.


Visit Vodou temples pm

Thursday 8th March
Aristide or Richrd Coles – keep flexible


Leafletting outside Industrial Park in front of factory gates to coincide with International Women’s day.

Friday 9th March
Meet Antonin Arnaud and formal unions.

Saturday 10th March
keep a.m. free. Fly home p.m.

