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/Article 1/ 

Violence and threats behind ethical marketing 
 
Throughout the autumn, we receive alarming reports about the union Ustrial that was 
formed at the tuna factory Seatech in Colombia. They mention mass dismissals of union 
members, harassment of the union president and a blockade by the workers of the road 
leading to the factory. 
 
So we go to Colombia in November, to meet the workers in this newly-formed union. 
We pack our bags, not forgetting the tin of tuna purchased at City Gross in Stockholm, 
to show that their lives on the other side of the world are linked to ours. 
  
Colombia is the world’s most dangerous country if you’re a trade union activist. Some 
40 union leaders are murdered here every year. By September, 37 people had already 
lost their lives in 2010. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Added to this are massive 
threats and union busting, and an unfair distribution of wealth and power. Only five per 
cent of workers belong to a union. 
The Seatech factory is in the port town of Cartagena on the north coast of Colombia.  
 
The union secretary, Pedro Londoño, meets us at the airport. It has been raining heavily 
and the streets are full of large puddles that we try to avoid. Pedro Londoño has a 
contagious laugh that puts us at ease. 
 
“Hurry up” he urges. “They’re waiting for you!” 
 
After dropping our bags off at the hotel, Pedro picks up fresh press releases from a trade 
union at the university, before we take a taxi to the industrial estate El Bosque, 20 
minutes by car along the Diagonal street and the docks, where the union office is 
situated. 
 
“We formed the union on 7 August and still don’t have our own premises. The Coca-
Cola union lets us use theirs. That’s also the office of the organisation for people with 
occupational injuries, Dead Hands,” he tells us, and asks the taxi driver to stop by a red 
wall opposite the famous soft-drink manufacturer. 
 
The union premises consist of several small rooms with a kitchen and computers. In one 
of the rooms, behind a desk, Fredis Marrugo, president of the tuna workers’ union, is 
waiting for us. He is not alone; seated on plastic chairs along the walls are several 
women, including Edna Guzman, president of Dead Hands. These women have 
occupational injuries – their hands are destroyed – by the repetitive strain of long 
working days at too high speed. They meet regularly in the union office for mutual 
support. 
 
“Our union helps their organisation. Many workers at the tuna factory belong to our 
union,” says Fredis Marrugo. 
 
He asks what we know about the tuna factory and their young union. We tell him that 
we’ve read about them on the internet and that their products are sold at the particular 
supermarket in Sweden where we usually do our shopping. 
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Recognises the tin 
 
We show him the tuna tin we bought at City Gross before leaving Sweden. Fredis 
Marrugo and the women recognise it immediately; they are not surprised, but simply 
confirm that it was produced at their factory. The fact that the text is in Swedish and the 
brand name is Natuna and not their own Van Camp is part of Seatech’s marketing 
strategy. 
 
“Our output for export is often given the local brand labels from the destination 
country,” Fredis Marrugo explains. 
 
He is a refrigeration technician. What he doesn’t know about Seatech is probably not 
worth knowing. He has been at the factory more or less from the start, around 20 years 
ago. 
 
Pedro Londoño has placed the large stack of press releases on the desk. Fredis Marrugo 
picks up a sheet, reads it and begins to talk about the recent escalation. The situation is 
harrowing. 
 
“Every day, security staffs at the company follow me like a shadow wherever I go. The 
security staffs are doing this to scare me and prevent me from talking to other workers. I 
am completely isolated. Psychologically, this is very stressful and threatening. No one 
dares talk to me, since they risk losing their job.” 
 
Fredis Marrugo says they have documented this harassment with a mobile. They offer 
us a copy. Two days ago, the situation got even worse, when security staff demanded 
that Fredis hand over his mobile. When he refused, they pushed him so hard that he fell 
and knocked his head. 
 
“I blacked out and felt dizzy. I have a mark here on my head,” he says and bows 
forward to show us. “A doctor examined me and documented my injuries and we have 
reported the incident to the police.” 
 
The purpose of the harassments, threats and violence is to make him resign, but he says 
that he won’t. 
 
“Are you in danger?” we ask. 
 
“Union activism in Colombia is dangerous. But somebody has got to do it, otherwise 
nothing will ever change. We had a union leader at the factory a few years ago who felt 
so threatened that he had to leave Cartagena and escape to the USA.” 
 
Bogus reporting 
 
He starts telling us about the bogus reporting, how the TNC has built a respectable 
facade, with environmental certification, sustainable fishery and full respect for trade 
union rights, in order to market their products globally. It is all there on their website in 
English, and the Natuna tin is traceable via the Swedish wholesaler Bergendahl’s 
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website, which also boasts about how exemplary everything is at the factory in 
Cartagena. 
 
However, while the company polishes its facade, it has exploited every loophole in 
Colombian law to avoid responsibility for its workers. And not only that: out of the 
more than 1,500 workers at the factory, only some 80 are permanent workers. The rest 
are contract workers. Fredis Marrugo is one of the few permanent workers. The others 
are mainly supervisors and administrative staff. They also have a union, 
Sintralimenticia, where Fredis is the vice president, but in practice, this union only 
exists on paper. It is a yellow union which is dependent on the company, and has served 
as a token that the company respects freedom of association. 
 
For many years now, Fredis Marrugo, Pedro Londoño and Edna Guzman and other 
workers have fought for a real union that can champion their demands for permanent 
jobs, better working conditions and a reasonable working pace, but they have been too 
few and too powerless. 
 
In August, they succeeded at last. 119 permanent and contract workers formed a new 
union. It wasn’t easy. They had to do it surreptitiously and not tell anyone until it was 
all finalised. Otherwise, there would have been a great risk that the company would try 
to stop them. 
 
Once their union was formed and duly registered, this immediately triggered repression. 
The company laid off 86 of the union members. 
 
“They claimed there was a shortage of input material and backed this up with 
testimonials,” says Fredis Marrugo. 
 
Meanwhile, a national and international support campaign was launched. The union has 
enlisted legal counsel in disputing the illegal dismissals. A few days previously, 42 of 
the laid-off workers were reinstated, after a decision in the labour court. 
 
“This was a crucial part-victory,” he continues. The judge in the labour court agreed 
with the union and determined that there was no shortage of input material, that the 
motive was fabricated. The company had to reinstate the sacked workers who are 
organised. This gave the union leverage to pursue the issue and claim the right to direct 
employment by the company. A process to this purpose has now been initiated. 
 
“How many are laid off at this very moment?” 
 
“39 are still waiting. We have started a process for them, so that everyone gets fair 
treatment.” 
 
A judicial mistake 
 
Pedro Londoño says that the judge made a mistake for some reason and did not include 
him with those who were to be reinstated. It was just a mistake, but apparently it can’t 
be corrected retrospectively. He is still laid off. It’s not easy.  
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”That’s the way it is,” he says and laughs with remarkable good humour. “I’ve been 
jobless for three months now. I have a wife and thee kids to support, and my wife has an 
occupational injury. She used to hand-peel shrimps. I’ll have to find another job, 
because my money has run out.  
 
Fredis Marrugo says that the company treats its workers badly. They work year after 
year without being offered permanent employment; they are forced to work 12-14-hour 
shifts. If someone is sick they don’t get permission to visit the doctor. 
 
“We need a free and independent union to stand up for our rights and ensure the 
company obeys the law,” he says. “Otherwise we have a corporate dictatorship. No one 
is allowed to speak their mind. Everyone has to keep quiet.” 
 
The following day, we accompany Fredis Marrugo and Pedro Londoño to a membership 
meeting at the construction workers’ union Sutmac. Around one hundred members 
listen to their account of the dispute, and the meeting decides to give financial aid to the 
laid-off tuna workers. 
 
Fact 1: The solidarity campaign 
 
The situation at the Seatech tuna factory in Colombia, where members of the trade 
union Ustrial are being laid off and harassed and their president assaulted, is now being 
monitored with concern by the global federation of food workers, the IUF. The 
administrative committee meeting of the Latin American trade unions adopted a 
resolution (Resolution 001 on 10 November, 2010) aimed at the company management. 
The Resolution, which has been translated into English, has been sent to Colombia’s 
vice president and to the ILO in Geneva, among others. 
Source: www.rel-uita.org. 
 
 
 
 
/Article 2/ 

Increased work pace caused RSI  
 
Many workers at the tuna factory have contracted serious RSI and been forced to leave 
work without compensation. One year ago, they formed an organisation, Dead Hands. 
 
One of the founders of the organisation is Edna Guzman, 43, who also belongs to the 
union Ustrial.  
 
Edna Guzman, who is now the president of Dead Hands, has worked for 18 years at the 
tuna factory. She suffers from RSI and can’t work or do even simple household chores. 
Many workers at the tuna factory share her problem. Many of them are young; even a 
few 20-year-olds have RSI after working there for only two years.  
 
The tinning line is where Edna Guzman works. She does 200-300 tins per minute. Many 
movements, small movements, and some people do this job up to 18 hours a day. The 
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machines have been modernised, but this just means that the workers have to work 
faster. 
 
This job also involves being stuck at the machine. It is impossible to leave the 
production line to go to the toilet. It is also hard to get a break to eat after five. It’s just 
bread and water until dawn. 
 
All the workers with RSI are contract workers without any job security. Wages are low 
at the factory. The workers on minimum wages often work double shifts to make ends 
meet. 
 
Despite the poor working conditions, many people stay at the factory, due to the high 
unemployment rate; many of the women are the sole breadwinners. 
Dead Hands is the only organisation of its kind in Colombia. Its membership is both 
from the tuna factory and other factories in Cartagena. 
 
Facts 2: Dead Hands 
 
Last year, in 2009, workers at the Seatech tuna factory started an organisation for people 
with occupational injuries. The called it Manos Muertas (Dead Hands). The 
organisation now has more than 300 members, mostly women who have worked at the 
tuna factory. Dead Hands meet in the premises of the Coca-Cola union, Sinaltrainal. All 
members are former contract workers. This has made it hard for them to get 
compensation for their injuries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
/Article 3/ 

City Gross blames the supplier 
 
City Gross, which is owned by the Bergendahls Group, has no idea whatsoever of the 
conditions for the workers who produce Natuna. Still, they market the brand as a good 
choice for consumers who care about sustainable fishery and good working conditions. 
 
City Gross knows nothing about the fact that there is a conflict at the factory in 
Colombia regarding serious violations of the freedom of association. 
 
“I’ll have to refer you to our wholesaler, Bergendahls,” says Mikael Riedel, production 
manager for fish at City Gross.  
 
Each tin of Natuna has a special batch number that can be used to trace the contents via 
the website. This tells you what kind of tuna it is, where it was caught, and what method 



 6

was used to catch it. The data also includes the factory where it was tinned and a special 
code of conduct index, BSCI, which guarantees that union rights are fully respected. 
 
“The guarantee is not issued by us, but by our supplier, Tore Smith & Son. We buy that 
service from them,” says Annica Hansson-Borg, quality manager at Bergendahls. 
 
She asks us to e-mail our information to her so she can forward it to the supplier who, it 
transpires, has used a Dutch company who is in contact with Seatech in Colombia. The 
audit is handled by a man named Henk Brus, who has his own website for tuna trade, 
www.atuna.com.  
 
We send our information about the freedom of association violations to Annica 
Hansson-Borg, who forwards it to Ulf Ekdahl, head of Tore Smith & Son. After our 
initial contact, we also send him an article about the dispute published in the reputable 
Colombian newspaper El Tiempo. A few days go by. 
 
The reply from Tore Smith & Son is written by Henk Brus in English and is rather 
astonishing. The trade union that was formed at Seatech, and whose members were 
fired, is not even mentioned. No concrete answers are given. 
 
Instead, his letter makes a few vague allegations of links between trade unions in 
general and the FARC guerrilla, and claims that these links constitute a major threat to 
people in the company management and their families: they could risk being kidnapped. 
 
Paramilitary groups in Colombia have used accusations of precisely this kind for 
decades, when thousands of union activists have been murdered. 
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