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CTCR  Confederation of Workers of Costa Rica 
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FAO  Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations 
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OECD   Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
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WTO   World Trade Organisation 

WHO   World Health Organisation 

NGO   Non-governmental organisation (civil society) 
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SUTAP Unitary Union of Agricultural and Plantation Workers of Pococí and 

Guácimo, Costa Rica. 
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Author’s Note 
In this book, it is not my intention to provide an account of the presence of the 

large transnational corporations that have dominated banana production and 

marketing. That is a task for the specialists. Nor do I wish to provide a review or 

analysis of the literature on bananas. I leave that to the academics. In this text, I 

simply wish to offer a brief overview of some episodes and struggles of banana 

workers in various Latin American countries.  

The author began working as a child and teenager on the oil palm plantations at 

the Roncador estate in Quepos. At the age of 18, I worked alongside my older 

brothers at the oil processing plant on the Llorona estate, all owned by the Costa 

Rican banana company (Chiquita) in the province of Puntarenas, in the central 

and southern Pacific region of Costa Rica. 

Motivated by the labour injustices I witnessed and the encouragement of fellow 

workers, I joined the trade union as soon as I could. Over the last fifty years, I 

have dedicated part of my life to fighting for the rights of banana and agro-

industrial workers, not only in Costa Rica, but also across Latin America. After all 

these years, I still believe that trade union organisation is the legitimate way to 

defend the rights of the working class. 

 

Through these pages, I also wish to acknowledge the solidarity and support that 

we, many banana workers’ unions in Latin America and the Caribbean, have 

received from colleagues in various organisations across Europe and the United 

States. One of these, perhaps the one that has stood by us most steadfastly in 

our struggles, has been Banana Link, whom I thank for not leaving us alone, even 

during the most difficult times we have faced. Later, I will recount some of the 

most significant aspects of these 30 years, 1996–2026.  

 

So, for those of you reading this, in this document I simply wish to touch upon a 

small part of the much that could be said about this British organisation. These 

friends, despite the distance, reached out to offer their solidarity, friendship and 

goodwill. Without asking for anything in return, they stood by us in our struggles.  
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This text is written by a former trade union leader. I ask for your understanding, 

as it is not a text written with the academic rigour of someone who has spent time 

in university lecture halls. It has been written by someone who spent many years 

of his life on the plantations, where, on many occasions, the mud kissed my knees 

and the rain washed away my sweat. 

 

I wish to emphasise that my sole intention is to inform and highlight some of the 

actions that have been carried out in our countries over the years. This will be a 

series of chapters covering key themes, through which it is necessary to report 

on the activities carried out in conjunction with national, regional and international 

organisations, which have provided documents, photos, files, and testimonies. 

Many individuals and organisations participated in the activities described in this 

document. 

 

As a participant in many of the activities I describe, I have endeavoured to remain 

faithful to the truth in order to provide an account that aids a proper understanding 

of the events I shall discuss in the following pages. I shall describe some national 

and international campaigns, their outcomes, and the organisation of regional 

and international conferences and forums on bananas. I shall also include some 

statements issued by national and regional organisations during these activities. 

I believe it is important to include these statements as they reflect the concerns 

we had at those historic moments regarding the denouncement of violations of 

labour and human rights, production methods that were not, and still are not, 

sustainable, and the inequalities throughout the banana value chain. Inequalities 

which, as you will understand, affect the lowest rung of the chain the most: the 

banana workers.  
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Introduction 
 

Banana Link: pieces of a portrait 

 

Banana Link is a non-governmental organisation based in Norwich, England. For 

30 years (1996–2026), it has supported social movements in Latin America, 

primarily the trade union movement in banana plantations and other agro-

industrial sectors, including pineapple, sugar cane, oil palm, melons, flowers, 

fruit, vegetables and pulses. This support has been provided in countries such 

as: Costa Rica, Ecuador, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, 

El Salvador, Peru, and the Dominican Republic. 

 

This organisation has, time and again, supported the actions of these 

organisations in their efforts to exercise trade union freedom, as for decades 

there has existed what we call a ‘historical anti-union culture’, which manifests 

itself in various ways and results in trade unionism having a limited presence on 

banana, pineapple and other plantations. However, despite having been heavily 

persecuted, trade unionism has endured. 

 

Banana Link has supported efforts for social and environmental justice in this 

region, including training programmes, research, trade union advocacy, 

conferences, forums, lobbying, national and international campaigns on labour 

and human rights, information and outreach, and tours to Europe and the United 

States to promote the agenda of local and regional trade union organisations. It 

is also known for its support of organisations of small and medium-sized banana 

producers in these countries, who are at a disadvantage in the production and 

marketing chain.  

 

To put a human face to so many years of solidarity work in these countries and 

Europe, I would like to mention some of the women and men who have 

represented different periods of Banana Link. For the author, it was an honour to 
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work alongside people such as Alistair Smith, Jacqui Mackay, Anna Cooper, Liz 

Parker, Anne-Claire Chambron, Jan Nimmo, Brendan Archbold, Iain Farquhar, 

Don Pollard, Paul Kenny, Bert Schoewenburg, Holly Woodward-Davey and 

Sacnicte Bonilla Hernandez; to each and every one of them, my thanks for their 

solidarity and camaraderie during the time we spent together. 

 

The author is a former worker and trade union leader; I am not a historian or 

chronicler. For this reason, I describe many of the activities exactly as they 

happened: full of hard work and solidarity. I provide a simple account in which I 

also wish to recall anecdotes, successes, joys and frustrations. There is, 

however, a common thread: solidarity and fraternity, mutual respect and the 

frankness that characterised Banana Link’s relationship with its counterparts, that 

is, with the organisations of banana workers. There was an ethical commitment 

conveyed to us by their representatives, who were committed to social justice on 

the banana and agro-industrial plantations of this region. 

 

Some background on advocacy in Europe 

 

The Maastricht Treaty 1992 

The Maastricht Treaty is, together with the Treaty on the Functioning of the 

European Union (EU), one of the founding treaties that came into force in the EU 

on 7 February 1992. It was signed in the Dutch city of Maastricht. The treaty was 

conceived as a set of binding rules for all Member States of the European Union, 

as well as for future members. In Banana Link’s lobbying work, the Maastricht 

Treaty served as the official instrument enabling civil society to hold governments 

collectively to account for their obligations. 

 

Banana Link supported the actions of trade union organisations at international 

level; of particular note were the lobbying campaigns directed at the EU and its 

institutions, such as the European Parliament and the European Commission. 

From 1993–94, efforts were made to inform and influence the European 

Parliament’s discussions on Regulation No. 404 of 1993, which regulated the 
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entry of bananas into the EU via its main ports in Europe: Germany, France, the 

Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Greece, Spain, etc.  

 

This regulation marked the beginning of what became known as the ‘Banana 

War’, which ended in 2019. Regulation No. 404 protected the market for fruit from 

the colonies or former colonies of European countries, mainly the Canary Islands 

/ Spain; Madeira / Portugal; Guadeloupe, Martinique / France; the island of Crete 

/ Greece; the Dominican Republic, as well as all production from the overseas 

territories of these countries. As part of this process, tours were organised and 

efforts made to inform and lobby government authorities, churches, academic 

institutions, supermarkets, exporters and buyers, NGOs and trade unions. 

 

During these tours, stakeholders were informed about the socio-labour realities 

and environmental consequences for the banana-producing countries in the 

region. It was interesting to note that, in the end, Regulation No. 404-93 almost 

reflected our proposals regarding quotas and licences, with quotas allocated to 

each producing country in accordance with their production volumes at the time, 

and each government issuing export licences to every company operating within 

that country.  

 

A tour of Germany and England, October 1993 

In October 1993, with the support of Banafair in Germany, the then-named 

Farmer Link in England, COLSIBA and the Windward Islands Farmers’ 

Association (WINFA), we undertook a joint working tour of England and Germany. 

This tour was the first of several in the following years, during which lobbying and 

awareness-raising efforts in Europe were supported, focusing on the issue of 

labour rights on banana plantations in Latin America. I had the honour of being 

there on behalf of the Latin American Coordination of Banana Trade Unions 

(COLSIBA), which had been formed just a few months earlier, in May 1993.  

 

This tour was organised in collaboration with Renwick Rose from WINFA, the 

Caribbean small-scale farmers’ organisation, based in Saint Vincent and the 

Grenadines. It was a packed itinerary involving visits to various locations in 
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Germany and England, including the city of Wuppertal, situated in a very remote 

spot on top of a high hill, where we arrived at around 10 pm after travelling from 

Frankfurt-Gel Hausen. We encountered several setbacks with the train tickets we 

needed to reach this destination; first, we boarded a train that was not on the 

correct route, so we were removed from the train by the ticket inspector about an 

hour after leaving the city, meaning we had to return to the city we had left to 

catch the correct train; then, the German interpreter did not meet us, so we 

travelled without this support. Upon arriving at our destination, we climbed a 

labyrinth of stairs to the top of the hill in the rain; we went up and down three 

times without finding the venue for the meeting of the organisations from 

Germany seeking to address the issue of uncontrolled banana plantation 

expansion on Costa Rica’s Atlantic coast. On the third time we went up and down, 

thoroughly soaked by the rain, Renwick Rose, with his large suitcase on the floor, 

said “I’m not going any further” and sat down on his suitcase. It was already 11 

pm when the German interpreter turned up; she was surprised to find us there, 

completely lost and with no idea where to go. We then discussed what to do at 

that time of night. The meeting was also looking at support for a secure market 

for small producers in the Caribbean, represented by WINFA. 

 

After spending a few days in Gel Hausen, Germany, at the invitation of Rudi 

Pfeiffer’s Banafair, I travelled to London, where I was welcomed by Alistair Smith 

of Farmer Link, based in Norwich, England. It was a simple occasion, but it 

marked the beginning of a long history of cooperation with this British organisation 

spanning more than 30 years. In 1996, Farmer Link changed its name to Banana 

Link. It is a small organisation, but one full of human warmth, solidarity and 

fraternity in everything it has done over the years, during which it has continued 

to support solidarity programmes with authentic, genuine and independent trade 

union organisations operating in Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, 

Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and the Dominican Republic. 

 

In Belize, support was also given to the independent trade union “Banderas 

Unidas” led by our comrade Bertha Cáceres, between 1996 and 1999. Due to 

trade union persecution by a transnational corporation and its local partners, the 
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organisation disappeared from the plantations, though not before having a history 

of struggle marked by management’s arrogance and lack of understanding. 

 

European Banana Action Network 

In 1995, the European Banana Action Network (EUROBAN) was formed. The fact 

that several organisations from European countries decided to set up this network 

was a significant milestone and of great importance to our aspirations. This 

network served as a unified platform where lobbying and information campaigns 

in support of the organisations’ struggles were defined and strengthened. It is 

worth recounting some of these actions in Europe, the United States of America 

and Latin America. 

 

From Europe, EUROBAN promoted key issues such as human and labour rights, 

women’s rights and the environment, amongst others. It also played a key role in 

organising the two international banana conferences held in Brussels, Belgium, 

in May 1998 and May 2005. Similarly, its work in convening and organising the 

First World Banana Forum in 2009 in Rome, Italy, was highly significant. 

 

This network, coordinated by Banana Link, used to meet once or twice a year, 

rotating between different European countries. Among its most active members 

were: WINFA, an organisation of small producers in the Caribbean; Farmcoop – 

a group of small banana cooperatives in the Philippines; UROCAL, the Regional 

Union of small producers’ organisations on the coast of Ecuador; US-Leap from 

the US, a solidarity support body for trade union organisations; Supermercato – 

Altromercato from Italy, which sells fair trade bananas from various countries; 

Banafair, a fair trade organisation from Germany; IUF – International Union of 

Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant and Catering Workers – Geneva, 

Switzerland; the National Federation of Public and Municipal Employees’ Unions 

of Denmark – 3F; the General Confederation of Labour – CGT of France; 

Fairtrade International – FLO of Germany and the Netherlands; National Union 

of Municipal and Public Workers of England – GMB; Irish Congress of Trade 

Unions – ICTU; Peoples in Solidarity, NGO – France; OXFAM / France, amongst 

others. 
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With some effort, I have organised the content into five sections, based on 

what I can recall and the records I have kept. 

 

In the first part, by way of background, I provide a broad overview of the role 
played by large transnational corporations in banana production. In this 

section, I also describe some key moments in the struggles of Costa Rican 

banana workers—a subject I know best, having experienced it first- —and I 

include some accounts of struggles in other Latin American countries.  

 

In the second part, I would like to share with you some key developments and 
the involvement of Latin American banana workers. I wish to highlight the 

importance of the establishment of the Latin American Coordination of Banana 

and Agro-Industrial Trade Unions (COLSIBA) in 1993. As you will see from this 

overview, the presence of Banana Link has been very timely for us. In analysing 

the COLSIBA conferences and the contribution of our female colleagues, I 

include documents detailing their actions, struggles, achievements and agenda 

in a complex and hostile world; yet, through their efforts, they have managed to 

establish their vision in the various settings where they have had to act and take 

the lead. Their actions have surprised many, both within and outside the 

organisations. In national and international forums and institutions, they act and 

speak with their own voice.  

 

In this third part, I highlight some of the work that Banana Link has carried out 

and continues to carry out in Latin America. I describe some of the impactful 

projects they have undertaken in this region, which have gone a long way towards 

alleviating social inequality. Banana Link has not only provided support to banana 

plantations and agro-industrial sectors, but also to the human aspect of life in 

these countries. Similarly, it has supported legitimate and independent trade 

unions that are fighting to continue their work in an increasingly complex reality, 

given the constant attacks they face from business sectors and governments 

sympathetic to anti-union policies.  

 

In the fourth section, I focus on international coordination and advocacy. I 

highlight the efforts of Banana Link in the areas of international coordination and 
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advocacy, which are reflected in its collaboration with other organisations on 

major international events, such as the two international banana conferences in 

1998 and 2005, and the Miami summit in 2000, amongst other events of global 

significance. The conferences addressed key issues such as: the ‘race to the 

bottom’, the proposal for the first International Banana Charter, a living wage 

throughout the supply chain, the situation of women on plantations, 

environmental and occupational health issues, and the international banana 

market, amongst others. These conferences and the Miami summit are of such 

significance that they led to the creation of the World Banana Forum, which I also 

analyse in this section.  

 

In the fifth part, by way of conclusion, I summarise the issues of concern to 

workers and their legitimate organisations in this region at this current historical 

juncture; as a matter of concern, I highlight certain current trends which, in my 

view, should be a cause for analysis and concern for organisations and their allies 

in the region, Europe and the US. Given the current reality of a world that lives 

and coexists alongside wars, this raises the anxiety of how to proceed and act in 

this present reality.  
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Part One: A Brief Historical Overview 

Banana production in Latin America and social developments 
in some countries1 .  

 
The banana plant originated in Southeast Asia and spread to Africa as a crop for 

self-consumption. It reached the Americas when the Spanish and Portuguese 

colonisers arrived in this region in the 16th century. For three hundred years, 

bananas were produced in our region for subsistence, valued for their 

accessibility and low cost; they spread rapidly in Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, 

Panama, Costa Rica, Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and the Dominican 

Republic. By the end of the 19th century, bananas had entered international trade 

thanks to existing maritime trade and the ease of transport offered by the railway. 

Their consumption began to be promoted in the United States of America and 

some European countries. Over the last hundred years, the banana, as a dessert 

fruit, has established itself in almost all international markets. The ease with which 

it can be consumed in various forms and its low cost have contributed to this.  

 

In Latin America, banana production and trade have been linked to social 

processes and historical events that have inspired books and stories by great 

Latin American writers. One need only recall the presence of banana plantations 

in the works of Gabriel García Márquez, in *One Hundred Years of Solitude* 

(1967); Carlos Luis Fallas of Costa Rica, with his book *Mamita Yunai* (1934); 

and the poem *Calero, Banana Worker* written by Pablo Neruda and inspired by 

Carlos Luis Fallas’s book. Also, the novel “Prisión Verde”, written by the Honduran 

Ramón Amalla Amador and inspired by the 1954 banana strike in the Aguan 

Valley and San Pedro Sula.  

 

 

1 Taken from the book *The History of COLSIBA* (2021) by Dr Adrián Meza Soza; from the 
Centre for Labour Studies at Paulo Freire University. Chapter I: Historical background to the 
struggle of Latin American banana workers: the first half of the 19th century and the 20th 
century. (COLSIBA & Soza, 2021) 
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Towards the end of the 19th century and the first quarter of the 20th century, two 

US-owned companies expanded and came to control the production, marketing 

and distribution of bananas from Central America and the Caribbean. The first of 

these was the United Fruit Company, founded in 1899, which would later become 

Chiquita. The second was the Standard Fruit Company, founded in 1924, and 

now known as Dole. The development of banana production in Latin America and 

the Caribbean cannot be understood without considering the presence, but also 

the interference, of these two companies, not only in the production and 

marketing of bananas, but also in the policies of our countries over decades. For 

over 130 years, these companies have produced bananas for export. This was 

interrupted for only a few years due to the Second World War (1939–1945) 

 

The origins and presence of ‘Yunai’, Chiquita.  
The history of the banana industry began with the operations of a company that 

cannot be overlooked when discussing the past of the Latin American and 

Caribbean region: the United Fruit Company, known by its acronym UFCO. We 

have also known it within trade union circles as ‘La Frutera’ or ‘Yunai’. UFCO was 

an American multinational company that produced and marketed tropical fruits 

(mainly bananas) grown in Latin America. During the 20th century, UFCO became 

a decisive political and economic force in many Latin American countries 

(pejoratively known as the ‘banana republics’), exerting a decisive influence over 

governments and political parties to maintain its monopolistic operations.  

 

The first recorded shipment of bananas from the Caribbean to the United States 

took place in 1870, when the ship Telegraph loaded bamboo at the port of Morant, 

Jamaica. It also loaded bananas bound for New York at this port; this event marks 

the origins of UFCO. Ten years after this first shipment of bananas, transit time 

had been reduced to ten days on a steamship capable of transporting ten 

thousand bunches to the city of Boston. Just fifteen years after the first voyage, 

the banana trade had grown immensely, enriching those who controlled what was 

then known as the Boston Fruit Company. The company was not only involved in 

maritime transport but also built railways in Central America. Such was its 

success that by 1883 it was exporting five million bunches from Costa Rica.  

 



18 
 

By 1890, the ‘Great White Fleet’ comprised ten ships transporting fruit between 

Central America and the Caribbean to the United States. The United Fruit 

Company was founded on 30 March 1899, following the merger of the Boston 

Fruit Company and the Tropical Trading & Transport Company. At the start of the 

20th century, the UFCO’s Great White Fleet docked in England to deliver its first 

shipment of bananas, which was to be paid for with ships. At the same time, the 

company was building railway lines to connect Mexico with El Salvador, and with 

the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. The path towards monopolising the global 

banana market had only just begun; by 1910, the UFCO already controlled 77% 

of the global banana market; by 1930, it had taken over 14 rival companies in the 

southern United States and had absorbed 30 US-based companies located in 

Central America.  

 

Through its aggressive business strategy, UFCO, also known as ‘Yunai’, had 

acquired vast tracts of land where bananas were grown for export to the United 

States. In Guatemala and El Salvador, it controlled the first railway network and 

even administered the postal service in Guatemala. Costa Rica, Honduras, 

Nicaragua and Panama followed similar paths, with railways built primarily for the 

transport of fruit. To maintain its monopoly on banana production, transport and 

marketing, UFCO seized vast tracts of land, controlling overproduction and thus 

preventing banana prices from falling due to oversupply. Large-scale land 

ownership led to the expulsion of small-scale farmers from their land, drawing 

them to the banana plantations as cheap labour. Keeping production costs low 

was accompanied by a corporate policy of bribery to avoid paying taxes, secure 

preferential treatment and ensure that its interests were protected.  

The company generated social unrest among workers and various social and 

political groups; these groups held progressive views and sought the distribution 

of wealth and land. It was under these conditions that the first social movements 

against UFCO emerged.  

 

In Costa Rica in 1934, the banana strike by 15,000 UFCO workers on the Atlantic 

coast was also over payment in currency rather than cardboard vouchers, which 

were only of value when exchanged for food at the company’s commissaries. 

They also demanded antivenom for snake bites, as workers were dying on the 
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plantations due to the complete lack of medical care. This strike was led by Carlos 

Luis Fallas, who went on to write several books, including ‘Mamita Yunai’, in 

which he recounts his own experience and the reality of the workers on the 

plantations at that time, and thus the strike and its harsh reality, fraught with 

injustice. It is also worth noting that, in 1936, the company abandoned the banana 

plantations on Costa Rica’s Atlantic coast and moved to the South and Central 

Pacific regions of Costa Rica, in the province of Puntarenas, due to the disease 

known as ‘Panama disease’, now known as Fusarium Race 4 (RT4).  

 

In this context, it is important to bear in mind the episodes of struggle that arose 

in some Latin American countries as an expression of the labour struggle of 

workers in the banana industry against the commercial control of UFCO.  

 
Dole. 
Dole is a multinational food production and processing company, founded in 1851 

in Hawaii with the production of pineapples. Today, Dole is a world leader in the 

production and marketing of fresh fruit, vegetables and fresh-cut flowers, and 

sells over 200 products in 90 countries, employing 36,000 workers, as well as 

23,000 temporary or seasonal workers. 

 

The company controls a quarter of the international banana market, with a slight 

lead over Chiquita, its eternal rival. Its share of the US banana market in 2005 is 

estimated at 36%. Despite its oligopolistic nature – that is, market domination by 

a few large multinational companies – the banana market is subject to fierce 

competition between the various players. Dole began competing with Chiquita’s 

near-total monopoly as early as the 1920s and was a major contender until the 

late 1990s. Today, it has become the world leader and ranks third among banana 

companies in Europe, behind Chiquita and Fyffes. 

 

Dole sources its bananas from its own plantations or from those in which it holds 

a stake, as well as from large independent suppliers in Costa Rica, Guatemala, 

Honduras, Ecuador, Colombia, Cameroon, Ivory Coast, the Philippines and, 

since early 2006, Ghana. Around 30% of the bananas reaching the market come 
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from its own plantations. It is the only multinational with its own plantations in 

Ecuador. After withdrawing from Venezuela and Nicaragua, it stopped buying 

bananas from Nicaraguan producers and sold most of its plantations in Colombia. 

Dole concentrated on the country with the lowest production costs: Ecuador 

 

So far, we have briefly covered part of the history of the major banana companies 

that have operated in this region. Now, I would like to invite you to join me in 

exploring the history of the banana industry. This part takes place in Costa Rica, 

the country I come from and where I carried out most of my trade union work.  

 

The origins of the labour struggle 

 

 
 

Costa Rica: key moments in the organisation of banana workers (1943–
1987). 

For historical reasons, Costa Rica, in relation to freedom of association and 

collective bargaining, has experienced various periods in which this human right 

has been restricted by business sectors and governments, interspersed with brief 

historical periods of social consensus and the exercise of these rights by banana 

and agro-industrial workers in their various forms and expressions. 

 

To explain this history, we must go back to Costa Rica in 1943, in the midst of the 

Second World War, when, on 1 May, the National Congress passed the Social 

Guarantees Act. This was an unusual and historic event, the result of an alliance 
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between the Catholic Church under Monsignor Víctor Manuel Sanabria, the 

government of Dr Rafael Ángel Calderón Guardia and the Communist Party led 

by Manuel Mora Valverde. On that 1st of May, workers arrived from the Southern 

Zone and other parts of the country, having walked for several days to San José, 

the capital of Costa Rica, to support and celebrate this law which regulated the 

eight-hour working day and introduced the annual bonus, the minimum wage, 

freedom of association and collective bargaining, amongst other provisions.  

 

In 1948, an armed revolution took place which, according to historians, lasted 

some three months, known as ‘the Revolution of ’48’. Following this episode, a 

de facto provisional government was established, which called for elections in 

1949; the leader, José Figueres Ferrer, a social democrat, was elected and 

confirmed; the Second Republic was proclaimed, which remains in place to this 

day. 

 

This government and business sectors launched a campaign of political and trade 

union persecution against their opponents. The Costa Rican Workers’ 

Confederation (CTCR) was outlawed; the Communist Party and its main leaders 

went into exile in Mexico, whilst others were imprisoned. In December 1948, the 

tragic massacre of the martyrs of ‘El Codo del Diablo’ took place in the town of 

Siquirres, in the province of Limón, in Costa Rica’s Atlantic Zone. In this incident, 

six trade union leaders – Tobías Vaglio, Federico Picado, Octavio Sáenz, Narciso 

Sotomayor, Álvaro Aguilar and Lucio Ibarra – were murdered and their bodies 

thrown into the River Reventazón. To this day, this heinous event has not been 

recognised as a state crime.  

 

Despite the persecution, the banana workers’ union members stood their ground, 

and a decade later, the 1959 Christmas bonus strike took place in the Southern 

Zone. During this strike, around ten thousand workers from the United Fruit 

Company (Chiquita) went on strike demanding payment of their Christmas bonus 

and higher wages, as the company was refusing to pay them.  

 

An anecdote is recounted from this strike. In December 1959, the President of 

the Republic, José Figueres Ferrer, arrived by helicopter at the football ground in 



22 
 

the village of Villa Neilly (now Ciudad Neilly) in the Southern Zone of Costa Rica. 

A journalist asked him why he had come there if the strike was illegal. President 

Figueres replied: “A strike, whether legal or illegal, is a strike”. He then greeted 

more than five thousand workers who had gathered around the sports ground. In 

the days that followed, the company paid the workers their full Christmas bonus, 

and in the months that followed in 1960, it negotiated with the Golfito Workers’ 

Union (UTG), a historic trade union organisation that existed until 1984. 

 

It is only fair to recall the names of some famous trade union leaders from the 

1960s, 70s and 80s, such as: Gonzalo Cierra Cantillo, José Morales (Moralitos), 

Álvaro Montero Vega, Edwin Oviedo Juárez, Máximo Reyes Martines, Anselmo 

Matarrita, Francisco Jiménez (Chico), Isaías Marchena Moraga (El Cabo 

Marchena). This leader was known by this name among the workers and their 

grassroots leaders, not because he had ever been part of the military or anything 

of the sort. His nickname stemmed from the deep affection and respect the 

workers held for him – a man of simple manner, yet possessing great 

organisational skills and the power of persuasion. Cabo Marchena organised and 

inspired the formation of most of the trade unions on Costa Rica’s banana 

plantations. Sadly, like thousands of banana workers, he died in poverty from 

pneumonia in the late 1980s. 

 

At this point, I wish to record some episodes that are relevant to this journey. 

These events took place between 1982 and 1990. During these years, few trade 

unions survived the persecution. In 1981, the STAPPG-Guápiles Trade Union 

was dissolved. It should be noted that by 1980, almost 100 per cent of banana 

workers were organised in trade unions belonging to the National Federation of 

Agricultural and Plantation Workers (FENTRAP), a member of the General 

Confederation of Workers (CGT), which was close to the communist party, the 

Popular Vanguard Party (PVP).  

 

Another development that played into the hands of the companies and the 

government, in late 1979, was the banana strike by workers at the La Teresa 

estate in Guápiles. In 1979, the Minister of Labour, Estela Quesada, of the 

government of Rodrigo Carazo Odio (1978–1982), decided to file a petition for 
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the dissolution of the Union of Agricultural and Plantation Workers of the Cantons 

of Pococí and Guácimo (STAPPG) before the courts of Limón. This application 

was accepted by a judge who, at the end of 1981, ordered the dissolution of the 

union. 

 

The fact that the unions were so strong on the banana plantations did not sit well 

with the social democratic and Christian democratic governments of the time. Nor 

did it sit well with the business sectors, including the three transnational banana 

companies operating in Costa Rica – Chiquita, Dole and Del Monte – which were 

active in the Atlantic, South Pacific and Central regions of the country. 

 

In 1982, with the anti-union campaign waged by business groups and the 

government at its height in the national media, a strike took place on Del Monte’s 

plantations in the Atlantic Zone, demanding the signing of a single collective 

agreement across all its estates. This Collective Agreement was signed every two 

years between the Agricultural Plantation Workers’ Union (SITRAP) and the 

Union of Agricultural and Plantation Workers of Pococí and Guácimo ( , STAPPG) 

on their estates in the cantons of Pococí, Guácimo, Siquirres, Matina and Central 

Limón. The movement also sought recognition of the new Single Union of 

Agricultural and Plantation Workers of Pococí and Guácimo (SUTAP), which was 

to inherit the collective agreements signed by STAPPG.  

 

This could not be achieved due to the adverse conditions of the time; when the 

union was dissolved, the Collective Agreement was automatically lost, and Del 

Monte introduced the ‘solidarismo’ scheme2 and its direct arrangements on the 

farms in the cantons of Pococí and Guácimo. This marked the beginning of a long 

history of persecution that continues to this day. 

 

 

 

2 The Solidarity Movement in Costa Rica has its own legislation; it is promoted by a sector of the 
Catholic Church and the banana industry. It has been operating on plantations since 1982 and 
promotes the signing of direct agreements through standing committees controlled by employers, 
This serves as a strategy for transnational corporations and business owners to weaken the trade 
union movement and avoid genuine collective bargaining with independent trade unions. 
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Some examples of what has happened: 

 

The Unitary Trade Union of Agricultural and Plantation Workers of Pococí and 

Guácimo (SUTAP) was founded in 1982. Its aim was to reinstate the collective 

agreement that had been abandoned by the STAPPG; however, time and again, 

it was prevented from gaining access to the company’s estates and from 

implementing direct agreements there. At the same time, the Juan XXIII Social 

School and the Solidarity Movement were conducting training and indoctrination 

on the benefits of direct agreements on the estates. All this took place with the 

complicity of the governments of the day, whilst hundreds of workers sympathetic 

to the union were dismissed and placed on so-called ‘blacklists’. These lists still 

exist today, and not even the workers’ relatives were spared persecution, as no 

farm – including those belonging to other companies – would employ them due 

to the ‘offence’ of being related to a trade unionist. 

 

SUTAP negotiated a collective agreement at the Los Diamantes estate in 

Guápiles, which was owned by the government through the Ministry of Agriculture 

and Livestock (MAG) and which existed until 1990, when the government of José 

María Figueres Olsen (son of the caudillo, José Figueres Ferrer) decided to 

unilaterally revoke it and dismissed all the workers without recognising their 

labour rights. This led the workers to bring legal claims before a judge, who 

subsequently ruled in favour of the government. 

 

South Pacific Banana Strike and Chiquita’s abandonment of the 
plantations in 1984 

The Chiquita company, supported by the government of Luis Alberto Monge 

Álvarez (a former trade union leader), decided to abandon the plantations in the 

Southern Zone, thereby affecting nearly five thousand workers and their families, 

who were left on the streets of the ‘ ’, without work and without payment of their 

employment benefits. In addition to this, they were evicted from the homes and 

neighbourhoods where they lived, a benefit they had acquired as part of the 

Collective Agreement signed by the company with the Golfito Workers’ Union 

(UTG). 
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This is another regrettable episode in Costa Rica’s history, as, in addition to the 

thousands left unemployed, two workers were also killed by the police. To this 

day, no government has accepted responsibility, even though it was publicly 

acknowledged that it was the police who fired on people in their homes and even 

on the football pitches that existed on each estate at that time.  

 

Following the closure of the plantations in the South Pacific region of Costa Rica 

in 1984, the company stepped up its investments in the Atlantic region, where it 

had already returned in the 1960s, having abandoned the plantations in 1936 due 

to what was then known as the ‘Panama Disease’ (the Fusarium fungus), which, 

from 2019, reappeared in the Americas under the name (Fusarium Tropical Race 

4 / RT4).  

 

BANDECO-Del Monte and SITRAP Union Referendum (1986) 

In July 1986, a referendum (vote) was held at the Carmen and Imperio plantations 

in Del Monte, in the cantons of Siquirres and Matina in the province of Limón, 

Costa Rica. The aim of this process was to decide whether to opt for a collective 

agreement or for the direct settlement promoted by the company with the support 

of the government and the Solidarismo movement of the Juan XXIII School. 

 

This event gave rise to a fierce campaign featuring all manner of accusations 

against the union. As was to be expected, the campaign was orchestrated by the 

company and the pro-management faction. All manner of manoeuvres were 

employed, ranging from hiring new staff to vote ‘NO’ to the collective agreement 

and ‘YES’ to the direct settlement. Propaganda was even produced linking the 

campaign to the World Cup (Mexico 86), claiming that the trade union and the 

collective agreement represented Russia in the World Cup, whilst the pro-

management faction and the company represented Western football. They also 

linked it to the danger of war in Central America, claiming that the Sandinistas, 

ruling in Nicaragua with the union’s support, wanted a dictatorship; whilst the 

United States and the Solidarity movement were fighting for democracy. In this 

way, issues that had nothing to do with the labour disputes taking place on the 
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plantation were brought into the picture. According to their propaganda, the trade 

union represented hatred, violence and dictatorship, and was against God; it was 

evil! And for that reason, people had to vote against it. But there was another, 

more powerful argument: the threat of blacklisting for those who supported the 

trade union. 

 

SITRAP, in accordance with the law, lodged the relevant complaint on 24 March 

with the Ministry of Labour and with the company. It is important to note at this 

point that, , the company had not been respecting the collective agreement for 

several months. For example, the commitment to hand over a plot of land to the 

SITRAP union for offices in the town of El Carmen was not fulfilled, despite the 

fact that, in addition to the collective agreement, two memoranda had been 

signed in which BANDECO undertook to hand over the said plot.  

 

On 21 April 1986, the company submitted a document to the Ministry of Labour 

in which it claimed that the union had abandoned the collective agreement and 

left the workers defenceless, and that this was why the workers had chosen to 

sign direct agreements with BANDECO-Del Monte. These agreements had been 

signed on 29 March 1986 at the five estates, namely Carmen Uno, Dos, Tres and 

Imperio Uno and Dos, which decided to combine them into a single agreement. 

They all signed on the same day, five days after SITRAP had submitted the draft 

collective agreement. From 30 April 1986, BANDECO ignored all commitments 

and began manoeuvring to avoid negotiation. 

 

As can be seen, the company did not even wait for the collective agreement to 

expire before signing the agreements. On 1 May 1986, BANDECO put the direct 

agreements into effect; at all the estates, there was a party paid for by the 

company where the workers drank spirits and beer, and ate barbecued meat 

thanks to BANDECO’s generosity and the spirit of solidarity. 

 

A number of additional factors served this purpose, particularly the fact that at 

that time the trade union movement, united under the Central Unitaria de 

Trabajadores (CUT), was experiencing internal divisions which were mirrored in 

the region. This situation played right into the company’s hands, as, taking 
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advantage of the circumstances, the Ministry of Labour ordered a ballot to be held 

on these estates to see what the workers ‘wanted’: the collective agreement or 

the direct settlement. Another factor further complicated the trade union situation 

in the area. For several months prior to the expiry of the collective agreement, 

two trade unions had been operating at BANDECO: SITRAP, affiliated with the 

CUT, and the Union of Agricultural Workers of Siquirres and Matina (UTRASIMA), 

affiliated with the newly formed Costa Rican Workers’ Confederation (CTCR). The 

collective agreement was always in SITRAP’s name, despite the fact that a 

number of members belonged to UTRASIMA, which had emerged on these five 

estates as a split from SITRAP in 1985, following a fateful General Assembly held 

on 12 March 1985 in the community of Pocora de Guácimo. At that meeting, a 

group of leaders who had left SITRAP decided to found a new union, which was 

stillborn as its activities ceased after the July 1986 referendum, since three 

months later there were no members of either organisation left on these estates. 

 

The split was convenient for the company, which, from then on, took control of 

the situation. It pretended to negotiate separately with the organisations whilst 

simultaneously sowing discord amongst them to weaken them from within. It 

increased flattery on the one hand and persecution on the other, so that the ‘ ’ 

workers would leave the organisations and join the Solidarist associations. 

 

As the expiry of the collective agreement approached, the trade unions entered 

a phase of unity talks. Unity was achieved between May and June 1986; however, 

it was temporary and based on very weak foundations, as it was solely for the 

sake of the struggle over the collective agreement and the impending referendum 

at BANDECO.  

 

The temporary alliance proved largely ineffective, as each organisation carried 

out its work separately: propaganda, organisational work, recruitment and 

negotiations with the company; this resulted in workers becoming demotivated 

and choosing to distance themselves from the struggle. Nevertheless, many 

workers remained hopeful right up until the end of the referendum, in which the 

trade unions and the employers’ association were defeated. 
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In this regard, it should be recalled that the Ministry of Labour, following a request 

from the two trade unions, issued a resolution on 10 June 1986 to hold the 

referendum on 25 June, which resulted in a majority in favour of direct 

agreements.  

 

However, on 14 July 1986, the SITRAP union lodged an appeal with the Ministry 

of Labour, to which the Ministry did not even respond. The appeal highlighted a 

series of irregularities in the way the referendum was conducted, incidents which 

the Ministry never investigated. 

 

Some additional actions taken by the company included: 

• It dismissed a significant number of security guards who were union 

members days before the referendum, including some who did not work 

at the five estates where the vote was to take place. 

• Administrative managers and, in general, all the company’s trusted staff 

cast votes. 

• Days before the referendum took place, the company hired many new 

workers who were ‘recruited’ with the clear instruction to vote for the direct 

settlement; once the referendum was over, most of them were dismissed. 

• The payrolls and the electoral roll were held solely by the company and 

the Ministry of Labour, both before and on the day of the referendum. 

 

This labour dispute represents a significant and unique situation, as it was clear 

that the companies, the Solidarity movement and the Government were 

determined by any means to dismantle the union and the collective agreement, 

and this message of fear was propagated throughout the country. 

 

Conclusion of the Collective Agreement at Dole-Standard Fruit Company 
of Costa Rica (1987) 

From the mid-1960s, a single Collective Agreement signed by the Standard Fruit 

Company – Dole, Costa Rica, was in force in the regions of Sarapiquí in the 

province of Heredia and Valle de la Estrella in the province of Limón. This was 
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signed every two years with the Heredia Agricultural and Livestock Workers’ 

Union (SITAGAH) and the Limón Province Workers’ Union (UTRAL). 

 

The Collective Agreement was due to expire in May 1987. Meanwhile, from 1986 

onwards, following the referendum at Del Monte, the company had been waging 

a smear campaign on the plantations and in the media against the trade unions. 

During these months, it dismissed hundreds of union members and forced 

hundreds more to resign, whilst promoting the benefits of solidarity and its direct 

agreements on the plantations. When the unions formally submitted the draft of 

a new Collective Agreement to the Ministry of Labour in accordance with the 

Labour Code, they found that the company had already submitted the direct 

agreements to the Ministry of Labour. The trade unions received only a reply from 

the Ministry stating that the Collective Agreement could no longer be negotiated, 

given that the workers and the company had negotiated direct agreements on all 

DOLE estates in Costa Rica. These agreements remain in place to this day, mere 

imitations or sham negotiations managed at the whim of the company and its 

local managers and administrators. 

 

It is worth recalling a repugnant anecdote from this period. The company, in 

collusion with the government, evicted the general secretary of the UTRAL trade 

union, Vianey Díaz, from the house where he lived on Farm 6 in Valle de la 

Estrella, Limón province. One day in April 1987, a lorry pulled up outside his 

house and four people, allegedly paid by the company, loaded all his belongings 

onto it, forced him into the lorry and took him to the central park in San José, the 

capital of Costa Rica. There they left him lying on the ground along with his 

belongings. This made the headlines on the national news that day. It clearly 

demonstrated the arrogance of the companies, which had no qualms about 

humiliating and mocking the union leader. 
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Part Two: Regional coordination among 
banana workers 
 

Over the last few years, I have met with fellow banana trade unionists with whom 

I have recalled various moments from the organising processes in Latin America 

and the Caribbean over the last thirty years. The following pages aim to piece 

together fragments of that shared history with the many men and women who 

have taken part in the trade union struggle of banana workers. I begin this journey 

by describing the emergence of a forum that has played a key role in bringing 

organisations together. 

 

Latin American Coordination of Banana and Agro-Industrial 
Trade Unions (COLSIBA) 

 

The Latin American Coordination of Banana and Agro-industrial Trade Unions 

(COLSIBA) was founded in May 1993 in Costa Rica. The process of coming 

together had not been easy, as many of the unions that formed COLSIBA were 

responding to the national demands of their members. 

 

At the same time, the unions faced their own challenges, notably: the lack of 

freedom of association and collective bargaining; scant respect for labour rights 

and working conditions; corporate and government repression against leaders 

and workers attempting to organise the union among banana workers; the issues 

and working conditions faced by women banana workers; and occupational 

health and environmental issues on the plantations. 

 

The emergence of COLSIBA was, in a sense, a regional, trade union and 

solidarity-based response to the common problems faced by banana workers in 

various countries across the region. It was also a response to the dominance of 

the major transnational banana companies (Chiquita, Dole, Del Monte). 
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In banana-producing countries such as Costa Rica, Honduras, Nicaragua, 

Panama, Guatemala, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and the Dominican Republic, 

trade unions were facing very harsh conditions: low wages, mass redundancies, 

precarious work, anti-union persecution, and the intensive use of agrochemicals 

that affected health. As I have already indicated, the presence and political and 

economic power of large corporations complicated the work of national trade 

unions. Furthermore, during the 1990s, in banana-importing countries—

particularly the United States, Germany, the United Kingdom, France, Belgium, 

Switzerland, the Netherlands and Italy—campaigns were being run by 

organisations to raise consumer awareness of the labour and injustices 

perpetrated by large production and marketing companies. Among these 

organisations, Banana Link in the United Kingdom was beginning to stand out. 

Between 1992 and 1993, trade union organisations in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, 

Honduras, Guatemala and Panama held a number of preliminary meetings that 

paved the way for the creation of COLSIBA. Ten years earlier, in 1983, we had 

held a fraternal meeting in Costa Rica with the Colombian trade unions 

SINTRAINAGRO, SINTRABANANO, SINTAGRO and SINTRAJORNALEROS, 

where we shared our concerns and aspirations for unity. 

 

In May 1993, in Moravia, San José, Costa Rica, we were able to formalise an 

alliance to form the Latin American Coordination of Banana Trade Unions – 

COLSIBA, which has continued to this day.  

 

A joint work agenda was identified, and a sense of solidarity emerged from: 

 

• Efforts to reach out to consumers in Europe, the United States and other 

countries to raise awareness of the social and labour issues in our countries. 

• The shared aim is to raise awareness of COLSIBA amongst consumers, 

supermarkets and governments, and to highlight the difficult living conditions 

faced by workers in the countries where bananas are grown. 

• The existence of organisations promoted and organised by companies and 

governments to hinder the development of genuine and independent trade 

unionism; examples of this include ‘solidarismo’ in Costa Rica, the Permanent 
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Committees, and direct agreements, which are among the most detrimental 

initiatives to the development of independent trade unionism in Costa Rica 

and Central America. 

• The limited financial resources of trade union organisations for international 

mobilisation to European countries where actions and working tours take 

place. 

 

Since its foundation, Banana Link has aspired to support the Latin American 

Coordination of Banana Trade Unions in finding sister organisations and allies in 

European countries and the United States of America for its campaign agenda. 

Along the way, other allies have joined us, such as BANAFAIR in Germany, a fair-

trade banana sales organisation, which to this day continues to buy fruit from 

small-scale producers in Ecuador despite many difficulties. Likewise, GEBANA, 

a small Swiss company run by Ms Úrsula Brunner, which for many years imported 

bananas from Nicaragua to sell in shops supporting the Third World in 

Switzerland, even during the US blockade of that country.  

 

It was an honour to have BANAFAIR (Germany) and GEBANA (Switzerland) 

present at the first COLSIBA conference in May 1993, held at the convent of the 

Oblate Sisters in the canton of Moravia, San José, Costa Rica. These allies were 

present, offered their support and committed themselves to the actions of the 

Costa Rican Banana Workers’ Union ( r COLSIBA). They also supported the 

struggles taking place in Costa Rica against uncontrolled banana plantation 

expansion. This was a process already being driven by the Costa Rican Banana 

Workers’ Union Coordination Committee (COSIBACR) in conjunction with other 

environmental organisations in the country. Obviously, the primary issue was the 

lack of freedom of association and collective bargaining on the country’s banana 

plantations, a problem that remains unresolved to this day by the government 

and the business sector. 

 

The COLSIBA Conferences. 

The formation of COLSIBA made it possible for meetings, forums and Latin 

American conferences to be held in the following years; I describe some of these 
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below. I have chosen only a few of the conferences that I considered most 

significant; these are not presented in chronological order because I will later 

discuss those conferences that have had the greatest impact on gender equality. 

Although the participation of women workers has always been felt, there were 

moments of greater impact, which I aim to highlight in a section dedicated to them 

and their achievements.  

 

6th COLSIBA Conference, Urabá, 8–11 August 2001, Urabá, Colombia. 

The sixth (VI) COLSIBA Conference was held in the Urabá region, in the 

department of Antioquia, Colombia, from 8 to 11 August 2001. Large delegations 

from various Latin American countries took part; the conference analysed key 

items on the agenda and was attended by a large delegation of guest 

representatives, including Banana Link, represented by Alistair Smith. At the 

event, Banana Link was presented with an award in recognition of its solidarity 

and support for the organisations; the results of various international action and 

lobbying campaigns were also discussed with partners, such as: the outcome of 

the Chiquita campaign, which had just concluded with the signing of the regional 

agreement, COLSIBA-UITA-CHIQUITA (see Annex I), signed at the headquarters 

of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) in Geneva, Switzerland, in May 

2001. 

 

The photos I’ve included give an idea of the atmosphere of the event and the 

lively discussions on the topics covered. 
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Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez, 2001 

 

 

 
Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez, 2001 
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Photo: 6th Conference, COLSIBA, August 2001, tribute to long-standing aid workers; Alistair 

Smith of Banana Link, UK; Helge Fischer of Banafair, Germany; Bob Perillo of US-LEAP, USA. 

Also pictured are Adela Torres of SINTRAINAGRO, Colombia, and Gilbert Bermúdez of 

COLSIBA. Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez. 

 

Seventh (VII) COLSIBA Conference, Guayaquil, Ecuador, May 2003 

The seventh (VII) conference was held in Guayaquil, Ecuador, and was a 

wonderful event. Three key issues were at the forefront of the regional 

organisation’s work at that time: 1) COLSIBA was celebrating its 10th anniversary 

with an impressive agenda covering local, regional and international issues; 2) 

The progress of certain national campaigns, such as the situation in Ecuador and 

developments on the country’s banana plantations, highlighting issues at various 

banana estates, including the Los Álamos estate in the Puerto Inca district, and 

others where organising efforts were underway; in Costa Rica, the advocacy 

campaign against the transnational corporation DOLE, due to its attitude towards 

organisations and trade union workers; 3) The proposal to hold the Second 

International Banana Conference was confirmed, along with the preparatory 

processes in the countries and the region. 

 

One striking and much-appreciated feature was the mural painted by our 

comrade Jan Nimmo from Banana Link in Scotland. As the photo shows, she 

brilliantly and humorously captures the reality of life in Ecuador at that time – the 
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struggles faced by workers on the country’s plantations – as well as offering a 

lovely greeting to the conference from someone in Scotland and her 

representative organisation. This was a very special moment during that 

wonderful event in Guayaquil, at the recently opened Malecón 2000, overlooking 

the river of the same name. 

 

 
Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez. 
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Mural painting, Jan Nimmo. Guayaquil, Ecuador, May 2003. Photo by Gilbert 

Bermúdez. 

 

8th COLSIBA Conference, San José, Costa Rica, 26–27 August 2005. 

The eighth (VIII) COLSIBA conference was held in San José, Costa Rica, at the 

headquarters of the country’s electrical workers’ union. As with previous 

conferences, this one examined the internal and external agenda, as well as 

pressing issues of the time, such as the practical implementation of the European 

Union’s (EU) well-known Regulation 404/93. At the conference, Alistair Smith of 

Banana Link gave a detailed explanation of how this regulation works and its 

implications for countries and the rights of workers and their organisations. The 

results of the campaign targeting the DOLE and the dialogue processes with the 

DOLE in Costa Rica, Ecuador and Honduras were also discussed. There was 

also discussion of the issues raised at the second international conference, which 

had taken place just a few months earlier in May in Brussels, Belgium, and their 

implications in the context of the countries’ specific situations. Similarly, progress 

on the women’s agenda was analysed, as were issues relating to occupational 

health and the environment.  
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Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez. 

 

 
In the photograph, Alistair Smith of Banana Link explains to participants the implications of EU 

Regulation No. 404-93, which governed the trade in bananas from 2003 to 2018, with quotas, 

licences and tariffs. Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez. 
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Women and their contribution to the organisation, COLSIBA 
conferences (Honduras 1995; Panama 2007; Honduras 2019)  

 

Since the creation of COLSIBA in 1993, Latin American conferences have been 

held every two years. These have addressed various critical issues faced by the 

labour sector. Below, I present a description and photographs of some of the 

regional organisation’s conferences, where important agreements were reached, 

including measures to strengthen the role of women within the organisation; this 

includes the establishment of regional coordination and sub-coordination roles, 

which is undoubtedly a step forward in gender-focused work and approach. This 

has resulted in gender parity within its bodies and representations across all 

areas of action.  

 

Third (III) COLSIBA Conference, May 1995, San Pedro Sula, Honduras. 

The Third COLSIBA Conference was held in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, in May 

1995. The biennial conferences were, and remain, significant events for 

COLSIBA, at which Banana Link was always present, either in person or via 

teleconference, whilst also seeking financial and political support for their 

organisation; greetings were always read out. 

 

At this conference, our friends from Banana Link participated actively and 

provided close support and accompaniment to the coordinator. Some of the 

initiatives they were already supporting included: international and national 

campaigns by country, and broad-based dialogue processes with companies, 

supermarkets, governments and international institutions. Their main work 

focused on the countries of the European Union, the United Kingdom, the United 

States, Asia and Africa. This was achieved through the coordination of actions 

and efforts with institutions, organisations, and international and national trade 

unions. In this regard, we will attempt to highlight some cases or examples of 

their multifaceted support for the coordinator at different times and throughout the 

years of their uninterrupted support. 
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One aspect I wish to highlight is that, following the third COLSIBA conference, 

held in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, in May 1995, Banana Link began its support 

for the struggles of women trade unionists, which continues to this day. There are 

agreements and resolutions by the women of COLSIBA, which Banana Link has 

always supported in every possible way, alongside other sister international 

organisations such as: BANAFAIR-Germany; 3F-Denmark; and the ALF-CIO-

USA Solidarity Centre. 

 

The women have adopted various agreements that underpin their actions; as an 

example, and confirmation, it is worth mentioning some resolutions from different 

conferences and periods. Three COLSIBA conferences, at which our female 

comrades adopted agreements regarding their leading role in the trade union 

movement and other actions, were the third, seventh and fifteenth conferences. 

These marked significant moments in the history of the coordinating body. It is 

worth noting that, at all these conferences, the women met a day beforehand to 

discuss their own agendas and issues as a women’s sector, which were then 

incorporated as an integral part of the conference resolutions and the 

coordinating body’s central agenda. In Annex I, I have included copies of some 

of the resolutions adopted at this Third Conference.  

 

The following points are worth highlighting regarding this conference: The call to 

all member organisations to promote the establishment and operation of women’s 

secretariats within their organisations; to promote, within trade union executive 

committees, the participation of women in collective bargaining with employers; 

to promote training programmes for women leaders and trade union members; to 

defend women’s dignity and to report any incidents of workplace and sexual 

harassment, amongst other things. 

 

The adoption of these agreements was significant, as almost all member 

organisations launched internal processes to promote and support the 

agreements regarding women’s employment and their importance for the 

organisations’ overall strengthening, as well as for the general empowerment of 
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women in their dealings with business stakeholders. This continues to this day, 

with women playing a leading and dynamic role in all their activities as a sector.  

Equally important was the momentum generated by the agreements that 

promoted women’s leading role, as this fostered the very growth of the 

organisations in terms of female membership and women’s leadership within the 

organisations, with women occupying key positions within COLSIBA, ranging 

from coordination and deputy coordination roles to other positions necessary for 

the organisation’s strengthening  

 

9th COLSIBA Conference, Changuinola, Panama, August 2007 

The Ninth COLSIBA Conference was held in Changuinola, Panama, on 3 and 4 

August 2007 at the headquarters of the Banana Workers’ Union (SITRAIBANA). 

Given the historical significance of the Ninth Conference, I have included the full 

text of this document in Annex II. The resolutions adopted at this conference 

remain relevant in the current context of labour issues in Latin America. 

 

 

Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez 
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Promotional poster for the 9th Banana Conference.  

 

Delegations from all COLSIBA organisations took part in this conference; Anna 

Cooper and Alistair Smith represented Banana Link, and their contributions and 

comments on various aspects of the discussions were welcomed for their quality 

and their knowledge of the issues at hand, including, of course, the issue of 

women colleagues. 

 

During this conference, it was confirmed that the coordinating body had 

established itself as the representative body for the banana trade union 

movement on the continent and a valid partner for social dialogue with producer 

and marketing companies, transnational corporations, the governments of 

producer countries, and the authorities of consumer countries. There was also 

discussion of the large supermarket chains, which were gaining ever greater 

power and influence within the banana production and marketing chain. 

 

Concerns about what we call ‘the race to the bottom’ – a figurative way of 

describing the direction in which the banana trade is heading, with increasingly 

severe repercussions on workers’ lives – were a widely debated topic during this 

meeting.  
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A report was also given on the discussions and negotiations with Dole, Chiquita 

and Del Monte, with concerns raised regarding the lack of progress made in the 

various countries and among member unions. Lik , it was agreed to strengthen 

information and advocacy efforts towards consumers and other stakeholders in 

order to encourage these companies to enter into negotiations with more 

concrete and tangible results in favour of workers and their legitimate trade 

unions. 

  

Likewise, to strengthen advocacy and proposal processes aimed primarily at 

supermarket chains in Europe and the United States. 

 

 Women’s Meeting  

This Conference adopted the Declaration of the COLSIBA Regional Meeting of 

Women Banana Workers’ Trade Unionists, held on 1 and 2 August 2007, as a 

preamble to the conference, which sets out the following agreements: 

 

• “That trade union organisations carry out strong advocacy work with 

companies regarding the recruitment of female workers within the framework 

of the ILO’s fundamental rights.” 

• “That trade union organisations direct their political and advocacy actions in 

support of women’s work and that this be a priority on their agendas.”  

• “That specific clauses for women be incorporated into collective bargaining 

agreements in accordance with the demands of women working in the banana 

sector.” 

• “The inclusion of women leaders in collective bargaining committees to 

ensure a better understanding of the clauses relating to women, as well as 

the employment situation of women in the workplace.” 

 

Based on the agreements reached by the women of COLSIBA themselves, 

Banana Link has supported the actions and struggles of women in various ways 

and at different times up to the present day; many of these actions represent 
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significant achievements, but always in accordance with the respect and 

decisions of the women themselves within their organisations. 

 

Fifteenth (XV) COLSIBA Conference, 6–8 November 2019, La Ceiba, 
Honduras. 

This 15th Conference took place on 6–8 November 2019 in the city of La Ceiba, 

Honduras. In Annex IV, I have transcribed for you the declaration of this 

conference, which had the slogan:  

 

“Neither victims nor passive, we are fighting women” 

“Women trade unionists affiliated to COLSIBA” 

 
 

 

I believe this motto aptly sums up the work of the women of COLSIBA over the 

last 30 years, during which mutual support amongst themselves and the backing 

of organisations have been fundamental to enhancing their role at all levels, and 

I think it is worth noting that much of this is reflected in the fact that, for many 

years, women have held the position of general coordinator of COLSIBA / deputy 

coordinator, as I have mentioned elsewhere in this book, and there is certainly 

still much work to be done  
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The 15th conference took place in the city of La Ceiba, Honduras, on 6 November 

2019. It was attended by women trade unionists from the Latin American 

Coordination of Banana and Agro-industry Trade Unions (COLSIBA), including 

delegates from the organisations SITRABI and COSISBA in Guatemala; 

FESTAGRO from Honduras; ATC and FEDETCH from Nicaragua; SITRAP and 

COSIBA from Costa Rica; SINTRAINAGRO from Colombia; FENTRAIR from 

Peru; SITRAIBANA from Panama; and COLAE-SINUTRABE from Ecuador. 

During this conference, the issues facing women in the workplace, trade unions, 

society and politics were analysed. 

 

The women conducted their own analysis of the current situation and proposed 

courses of action that remain in force today within the organisations and 

countries. It was of interest to them to analyse and evaluate Convention 190 and 

the courses of action for seeking its ratification in producer countries. They 

worked on updating the platform of demands for women in the banana and agro-

industrial sectors, its scope, and how men and women can strengthen this work 

through greater leadership and participation by women, as well as growth within 

trade union structures, women’s committees and negotiating commissions. They 

discussed the need for more resources for women within their organisations to 

facilitate their work; an analysis was also carried out of the experiences of women 

in Honduras regarding women’s health. 

 
The organisations within COLSIBA committed to promoting collaboration 

between men and women. All the organisations highlighted the importance of 

examining ILO Convention No. 190 on workplace harassment and of organising 

educational activities within trade unions and workplaces. Regarding ILO 

Convention 190 and Recommendation 206 on workplace harassment, alliances 

were sought with other feminist organisations that supported them, to promote 

the ratification of these instruments in their respective countries.  

 

Similarly, it was proposed that women and men work together to strengthen 

collective bargaining processes, appointing women to join negotiating 

committees and making use of the Banana Workers’ Women’s Demands 
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Platform, prioritising the recruitment of women and their job security, as well as 

resuming the Chiquita-IUF-COLSIBA dialogue to raise the necessary issues 

within it. 

 

The importance of revisiting the issue of internal democracy within trade unions 

was raised, particularly the issue of representation and women’s access to the 

executive committees of trade union organisations, with the aim of creating new 

leadership cadres to provide succession options. The organisations also 

committed to evaluating the development of policies and strategies to remove the 

barriers faced by women at national and regional level, and to allocating 

resources for women’s work.  

 

They also undertook to carry out a rapid assessment of occupational diseases 

and ailments by work area, enabling the identification of the most common health 

issues affecting women on banana plantations and in packing plants, and to 

disseminate the findings of these assessments in order to define a strategy for 

action in the sector based on documented and up-to-date cases. This is intended 

to strengthen women’s position and participation in the Global Banana Forum on 

occupational health in the global banana industry, thereby placing women’s 

health on the agenda and highlighting the need for occupational health experts 

to be involved in the workplace review processes defined by the BOHESI manual.  

 

Communication was identified as one of the main weaknesses faced by women, 

and the coordination of women’s work also reflects this; it is necessary for 

executive boards to support their female colleagues so that they can carry out 

their work in accordance with the desired terms and objectives. 

 

I believe that all the agreements and resolutions from the 15th conference remain 

in force to this day, which is why Banana Link’s support during this period has 

been so important for their development and consolidation.  
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Part Three: Banana Link, support for labour 
organisations. 
 

There is a long list of successful examples of Banana Link’s support in various 

Latin American countries over the past 30 years (1995–2025). This organisation 

has supported workers’ organisations unconditionally. Banana Link has 

supported COLSIBA and its action agenda since the Coordinating Committee’s 

Third Conference, held in May 1995 in San Pedro Sula, Honduras. 

 

Its support has been constant in the collective bargaining processes undertaken 

by national organisations over the years, as well as in actions to promote freedom 

of association and collective bargaining. Furthermore, it should be clarified that 

Banana Link has provided support primarily through solidarity actions, rather than 

financial support. This has been largely symbolic, as Banana Link is not a 

fundraising cooperation agency; although it coordinated and accompanied many 

national processes, these were always small in scale. It was COLSIBA that 

provided trade union and political backing and funding for the efforts of each 

national organisation, which was channelled directly to each organisation. 

 
Trade union delegations from Africa and the World Banana Forum, Colombia, 

2018. Photo: Gilbert Bermúdez. 
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Below, I describe some examples of Banana Link’s support for countries in Latin 

America. 

Support in Costa Rica. 

Fair Trade Initiative in Costa Rica 

The ethical trade initiative originated in the UK in the year 2000. This process, 

promoted by supermarkets and supported by the government and civil society – 

including trade unions and civil society organisations – aimed to foster dialogue, 

good production practices and mature industrial negotiations amongst the 

stakeholders involved in the production of fruit destined for markets in England, 

as well as in various other European countries where the scheme operates, such 

as Norway, Sweden and Denmark, amongst others. 

 

Between 2000 and 2002, the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) was developed in 

Costa Rica, sponsored by British supermarkets in partnership with the business 

sectors represented by the National Banana Corporation (CORBANA), and the 

trade unions affiliated to the Coordinating Committee of Costa Rican Banana 

Trade Unions (COSIBACR), as counterparties. However, despite the efforts 

made by Banana Link and COLSIBA to promote rapprochement and dialogue 

between Costa Rican companies supplying fruit to the British market and local 

trade union organisations, it was not possible to make progress in the dialogue. 

This was effectively boycotted by the business sectors and the project 

management itself from Britain. 

 

It is clear from COSIBACR’s notes and Banana Link’s position in the September 

2002 issue of the Boletín Bananero that, despite all the efforts of the 

organisations and Banana Link itself, it was not possible to continue with this 

process given the level of arrogance and collusion among business actors in both 

countries. Despite all the efforts made by the organisations to ensure that labour 

issues on Costa Rican banana plantations were analysed, the idea of social 

dialogue and seeking common ground between the actors in the supply chain 

was sidelined, which was a missed opportunity. 
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Costa Rica, SITRAP – Oro Verde S.A. agreement (2001–2003) 

 

Between 2001 and 2003, a social dialogue initiative was developed between 

several banana companies and the SITRAP trade union in the Atlantic region of 

Costa Rica. This dialogue involved several companies and plantations, including: 

Agromarina-Oro Verde, Maryland, Benigna and La Siquirreña. Part of these 

discussions involved the companies negotiating working conditions for their 

employees with the union, whilst Banana Link and SITRAP supported efforts to 

improve the market for the companies’ fruit. This was carried out in a friendly and 

transparent manner, including promotional tours for the companies’ fruit in 

Europe, England and Norway, amongst others. 

 

As part of this process, an agreement was signed between the Agro Marina Oro 

Verde S.A. farm and SITRAP in the canton of Matina, Limón province. It was 

demonstrated that a mutually beneficial relationship can exist between Costa 

Rican banana companies and the trade union (SITRAP). With the support of 

Banana Link, this process of rapprochement was developed and, to secure a 

market for their fruit, a partnership agreement was drawn up, which worked very 

well for over two years between the company and the workers. Fruit was sold in 

Norway, which was admirable; a social support fund was set up and proved 

effective, and significant steps were taken by the companies that wished to join 

the initiative – an initiative which, from the outset, was not to the liking of the 

National Banana Corporation (CORBANA) and other stakeholders in the 

country’s business sector. In fact, they took certain actions that hindered the 

development of this process. However, the collaboration between Oro Verde S.A. 

and SITRAP was a clear demonstration of a) that, if the direct stakeholders set 

their minds to it, they can achieve constructive and mutually beneficial outcomes; 

and b) it became clear that, for some business stakeholders, processes involving 

a high degree of mutually beneficial social dialogue do not fit into their logic – not 

one of win-win, but of profit and business for one side only. 

 

As a result of the agreements between the European Union (EU) and the United 

States of America in 2000 to regulate production and trade until 2005, 
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independent banana producers in several Latin American countries, including 

Costa Rica, found themselves at a disadvantage. Consequently, the company 

Agro Marina Oro Verde, S.A., the Agricultural Plantation Workers’ Union 

(SITRAP) and other farms, acting in good faith, reached an understanding. This 

involved seeking acceptable options for the sale of bananas which, from a 

perspective of ethical and fair trade, would identify and consolidate market 

opportunities for the fruit produced on this farm, as well as better conditions of 

social justice and respect for the environment. 

 

The agreement between SITRAP and the company Agromarina Oro Verde, S.A. 

was an interesting example of what can be achieved with goodwill, transparency 

and good faith. 

 

Among the key points, the company would maintain a policy of respect for trade 

union freedoms, as enshrined in the Constitution, International Labour 

Organisation Conventions, the Labour Code, regarding child labour, the non-

employment of minors (under 18 years of age) in work specific to banana farming, 

and regarding minimum wages, it was guaranteed that no worker would earn less 

than the legal minimum wage set by the National Wage Council for the banana 

farming sector. 

 

With regard to women’s employment, a policy would be promoted to provide 

employment opportunities for women, particularly in packing work, social security, 

and the coverage of rights—especially social insurance, including sickness, 

maternity, disability, old age and death benefits provided by the Costa Rican 

Social Security Fund—and coverage against occupational risks provided by the 

National Insurance Institute, Job security for workers: the use of contractors for 

work specific to banana farming and packing would no longer be . All workers 

would have an employment contract. 

 

Willingness to negotiate a Collective Labour Agreement with the SITRAP trade 

union, and the union undertook to carry out the necessary activities to promote 

responsible work among workers in such a way as to improve quality, efficiency 

and productivity on the farm. 
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Similarly, a financial contribution derived from the sale of fruit under the 

international fair trade scheme would be made in the amount of $0.15 (fifteen 

cents) per box sold, which was used by the union to cover its normal expenses, 

Similarly, a social fund of $0.25 (twenty-five cents) per box was established to 

benefit the workers, and this fund was managed jointly by the SITRAP Executive 

Committee and the management of the Oro Verde farm.  

 

To resolve any disputes that might arise, the parties implemented a dispute 

resolution procedure, which was very interesting (see the agreement in the 

annexes). 

  

Support in Ecuador  

Support for workers at the Los Álamos plantation, part of the Novoa-
Bonita Banana business group, in Puerto Inca, Guayas province. 

In May 2002, the National Federation of Free Agro-industrial, Peasant and 

Indigenous Workers of Ecuador (FENACLE), a member of COLSIBA at the time, 

was attempting to establish a union at the Los Álamos plantation, owned by the 

Novoa Group, “Bonita Banana”, in the canton of Naranjal, Puerto Inca parish. 

There, the workers went on strike for their labour rights, which was harshly 

repressed by the company. They were even attacked by a paramilitary group that 

caused several injuries, including that of worker Mauro Romero, who lost a leg 

and his job. These incidents of corporate brutality were filmed by our colleague 

Jann Nimo, from Banana Link-Scotland, who, with great courage, captured the 

armed attack by this paramilitary group, allegedly acting on behalf of the 

company. 
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Illustration:1 Jann Nimo. Photo: Jann Nimo 

 

 

Following the strike and for a long time afterwards, Banana Link raised funds to 

support comrade Mauro Romero, who was now disabled. It also raised funds for 

a small family business. It supported the union representatives who made every 

effort to keep the organisation alive and the proposal for a collective agreement 
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on this estate. However, intimidation and blackmail worked in the company’s 

favour, enabling it to take control of the union so that no negotiations could take 

place. To this day, it remains just another company without an independent union. 

 

La Teresa plantation: El Oro province, Ecuador. Workers’ strike for wages 
and labour rights, 2008. 

 

 

Nanci González, Guillermo Touma, Anna Cooper, Ecuador (FENACLE), 2008. 

Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez. 

 

On this estate, located in the canton of El Guabo, El Oro province, the workers 

went on strike for their rights in late 2007 and part of 2008. The national 

government at the time, through the Ministry of Labour and the efforts of lawyers, 

managed to secure a court ruling in favour of the workers, who had spent several 

months tending the plantations and even producing some of the fruit to sustain 

themselves. However, due to a lack of technical support, pest control and a 

secure market, the banana plantation ran into production problems. Banana Link 

organised fundraisers in various parts of Europe to support them and sustain their 
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efforts. Subsequently, thanks to the finalisation of the court ruling in their favour, 

the part of the estate owned by the workers was sold and they received the money 

for their labour rights. It can be said that, after several years and months of effort, 

the payment of the workers’ rights at this company was successfully secured. 

 

Guatemala: solidarity with SITRABI and UNSITRAGUA 

Guatemala is a country to which Banana Link has devoted considerable efforts 

in solidarity; this can be summarised as support for the Izabal Banana Workers’ 

Union (SITRABI) and also for the Guatemalan Workers’ Trade Union 

(UNSITRAGUA), two organisations with a strong presence on the banana 

plantations along the Atlantic and South Pacific coasts of the country, SITRABI 

has organised workers and secured a collective agreement on the plantations of 

the transnational company Del Monte on the Atlantic coast and maintains a 

presence on the South Pacific coast, whilst UNSITRAGUA has unions on the 

plantations of the Chiquita company on the Atlantic coast, in the Entre Ríos area 

and in Puerto Barrios-Izabal. 

 

In 1996, through organising efforts on the South Coast (Pacific), fruit buyers were 

informed of the unfair conditions in this region. They were also informed about 

issues of persecution; for example, the murder of a trade union representative, 

with the possible involvement of a company or consortium operating on the South 

Coast. To this day, this crime remains unsolved, nor has the death of innocent 

people been clarified, whose only ‘crime’ was being trade unionists and trying to 

promote justice for their colleagues at a workplace on the South Coast.  

 

Another issue arose in the municipality of Morales de Izabal, Guatemala, affecting 

the Izabal Banana Workers’ Union (SITRABI). The union’s main leaders were 

forced into exile due to kidnapping and threats against their lives and those of 

their families. Banana Link supported the unions by highlighting the serious 

problems occurring at that time. 

 

As part of Banana Link’s solidarity support for Guatemala, a ‘Trade Union 

Strengthening Programme on the Southern Coast’ was launched in the country. 
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For several years (2008–2023), Banana Link promoted the programme to 

strengthen trade unions on the southern coast of Guatemala, in support of the 

work of SITRABI and the Trade Union Confederation (CUSG). Over the last 25 

years, banana production and trade in Guatemala have increased to such an 

extent that the country has become Latin America’s second-largest exporter, after 

Ecuador. All this growth has taken place on the country’s southern coast, 

characterised by low wages, few labour rights and structural violence. Today, 

thanks to all these efforts, the first collective agreements have been negotiated 

between a national consortium and SITRABI.  

 

Nicaragua: Banana Link in Nicaragua 

Nicaragua has always been a country at the forefront of lobbying efforts. Since 

1995, when an initial visit was made to the municipality of El Viejo, in the 

department of Chinandega, to the banana plantations that were striving to sell 

their fruit on the international market; in some cases, workers laboured without 

pay to support production during difficult times. 

 

Fair Trade was just getting started; GEBANA in Switzerland was the alternative 

trade organisation that made great efforts to sell Nicaraguan bananas in 

Switzerland. This effort was strongly supported by Banana Link, EUROBAN and 

COLSIBA. As an anecdote, I recall that when we were in the municipality of El 

Viejo, Alistair Smith and I slept on hanging hemp hammocks in the corridor of a 

colleague’s house—a leader of the Association of Farm Workers (ATC) in the 

department of Chinandega. There, an incident occurred: In the early hours of the 

morning, there was a heavy downpour and we got soaked, as the roof of the 

house’s corridor was made of coconut palm leaves. There were many visits from 

delegations of organisations showing solidarity with Nicaragua; delegations of 

Nicaraguan trade unionists also visited Europe, defending production and labour 

and social rights which, to this day, remain an important part of our comrades’ 

relations with international organisations in the banana market, including fair 

trade organisations which have now grown and established markets. 
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Panama: support for collective bargaining by the trade unions, 
SITRAIBANA and SITRAPBI. 

Panama is a country with a long history of struggles by the trade union movement 

on banana plantations. Like other countries in our region, production is linked to 

the history of the transnational corporation Chiquita, which since the last century 

has owned land and operated production on both the Pacific and Atlantic coasts. 

With the Panama Canal nearby, its production benefited from short transport 

distances and favourable logistical conditions. The trade unions consolidated 

their position from the 1960s onwards, securing favourable collective agreements 

for the workers. This situation appeared to trouble the company, and so, following 

lengthy negotiations, the first abandonment of the plantations took place in 2004 

on the Pacific coast, specifically in the district of Armuelles, in the province of 

Chiriquí. The second abandonment was more recent: on the Atlantic coast, in the 

Changuinola region of Bocas del Toro province, in June 2025. 

 

Through Banana Link, the “Union to Union” project provided support with trade 

union training processes over several years. National and regional activities were 

carried out across Latin America, which helped to strengthen the bonds of 

solidarity between the organisations: the Union of Banana Workers of Bocas del 

Toro, Chiriquí province; SITRAIBANA; and the Union of Independent Banana 

Plantation Workers, SITRAPBI. 

 

Similarly, in 2001, as part of the regional agreement on compliance with labour 

standards and conditions, signed by the company CHIQUITA with COLSIBA-

UITA, an agreement was reached regarding the employment of women in the 

banana sector in the Changuinola region. Unfortunately, this agreement was 

disrupted by the problems that arose from 2025 onwards, with the closure of the 

plantations by the company.  

 

Honduras: Support from Banana Link 

Honduras is a country where the trade union movement has always been highly 

self-sufficient, with well-established trade union organisations. This has enabled 
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it to play a significant role in the unification processes that have taken place in 

various forms and at different times in Central America since the 1990s. Some of 

these organisations, operating on Chiquita and DOLE plantations, played a key 

role in the formation of the Central American Workers’ Coordination Committee 

(COCENTRA) in 1990; and similarly, in the establishment of COLSIBA in 1993. 

Likewise, women’s movements have featured prominent women in their 

participation in the organisations where they have been and continue to be active. 

One example of this is our comrade Iris Munguia, who for many years has been 

involved with the women of COLSIBA and its general coordination. Her work has 

been recognised even by international organisations, which awarded her the 

‘Rosa Luxemburg’ medal for her outstanding contribution to women’s rights 

activism worldwide.  

 

Dominican Republic: specific challenges 

Banana production in the Dominican Republic, as in most Caribbean islands, was 

linked to the operations of transnational companies; Chiquita’s Grenada Fruit 

Company, for example, owned vast tracts of land until it left the country in 1966. 

In the early 1970s, the land was returned to the government through a process 

of agrarian reform. 

Over the last 30 years, banana production has boomed: domestic producers – 

small and medium-sized – and a couple of larger companies established with 

mixed European capital – have developed a production system that is 

predominantly organic and Fairtrade certified. Despite difficulties linked to climatic 

events and its social reputation in the market, a significant level of exports is 

maintained. 

The climate is an advantage, as there is little incidence of classic tropical 

diseases such as black sigatoka, Fusarium RT4 and others, which allows for 

relatively disease-free production. However, in socio-labour terms, the situation 

is not so different from other Latin American countries. One key difference is that 

in the Dominican Republic the majority of the workforce – around 80% - are 

Haitian migrant workers. Despite a programme to regularise migrant workers in 

2015, a significant proportion are today undocumented, partly due to routes to 
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obtaining or renewing work permits or visas having been effectively closed in 

2023.  The mass recruitment of Haitian migrant workers to the banana sector, 

with little government oversight, has made the workforce vulnerable to labour 

violations and low wages. Today, these migrant workers live in vulnerable 

conditions and continue to face deportation and mistreatment by the country’s 

immigration authorities. 

Over the last 20 years, Banana Link, concerned about these issues affecting the 

people working on these plantations, has made a significant effort in collaboration 

with local organisations. The SINTRAPBAA trade union was founded in 2015 in 

the north-western province of Montecristi. Together with Banana Link, it has 

promoted the training and development of local leaders to enhance their visibility 

and enable them to engage with national labour and migration authorities, as well 

as with business stakeholders, thereby facilitating the search for appropriate 

solutions to the problems affecting this working population, both national and 

migrant. 

One obstacle to finding solutions has been the company policy of setting up so-

called ‘workers’ committees’ in workplaces, often to fulfil the requirement of 

Fairtrade standards, most of which operate under the supervision of the 

companies’ local management, thereby limiting the ability of workers and the 

independent trade union to engage in dialogue. 

Despite this reality, in July 2024, SINTRAPBAA was legally enshrined at the 

national level with the support of a programme funded by the Canadian union 

UNIFOR, through Banana Link. 

Other factors hindering the enforcement of rights include issues such as job 

insecurity linked to regular changes in national immigration policies and the lack 

of a clear policy on work permits, low wages which in most cases fall short of a 

living wage, access to healthcare for migrant workers, and so on. To date, these 

problems remain unresolved, but they are on the agenda of the union, which is 

now increasingly organised and has many Haitian members. 
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Regional programmes in Latin America 

Programme: Decent housing for female heads of households  

This programme for decent housing for female heads of households, who are 

banana workers’ union members, was coordinated by Banana Link with funds 

raised by the Irish Trade Union Congress (ITUC). The efforts of comrade Brendan 

Archbold were invaluable in this regard, as he devoted all his energy to securing 

donations from trade union members in that country. Between 2005 and 2007, 

support was provided to women in Ecuador, Nicaragua and Costa Rica. The 

housing programme could not be continued in other countries due to the illness 

of the coordinator. Nevertheless, many decent homes were provided, mainly to 

female heads of households, during those years.  

 

Project: Union to Union in Latin America 

The project “Union to Union: Strengthening the Rights of Banana Workers in Latin 

America” was a programme implemented by Banana Link with the support of 

British trade unions. The project was carried out in several Latin American 

countries with the aim of helping banana unions improve their capacities, 

primarily in training, advocacy and organising. This project took into account the 

historical limitations that organisations faced in these areas at the time and which, 

undoubtedly, will continue to face in some cases. This programme lasted 12 years 

and was of great assistance to the participating organisations, as it strengthened 

their organisational capacities and institutional framework.  

 

Among the participating organisations from Latin America were: the National 

Federation of Free Agro-industrial, Peasant and Indigenous Workers of Ecuador 

(FENACLE); the Association of Rural Workers of Nicaragua (ATC); FETRABACH 

of Nicaragua; the Trade Union of Workers of Guatemala (UNSITRAGUA); the 

Coordinating Committee of Banana and Agro-industrial Trade Unions of 

Honduras (COSIBAH); and SITRAP and SITAGAH, Costa Rica. For their part, 

the participating organisations from the United Kingdom were: Banana Link / 

TGWU / GMB / USDAW / UNISON / Scottish Trades Union Congress (STCU). 

The project ran for a total of 12 years; it began with an initial three-year phase, 
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from July 2004 to June 2007, and was renewed for a further three years, and so 

on. 

 

The British organisations involved in this initiative sought to strengthen the 

development and political and social management of Latin American banana 

trade unions, with the aim of improving their capacity to promote the socio-

economic well-being of workers and the rural and urban communities in which 

they live. Overall, the aim was to achieve socially, economically and 

environmentally sustainable international banana production and trade. To this 

end, the initiative collaborated with the Caribbean Association of Small Producers 

(WINFA) and the Latin American Coordination of Banana Trade Unions 

(COLSIBA), based in Saint Vincent and Costa Rica respectively. The project 

sought to contribute to poverty reduction in the main banana-exporting 

communities of Latin America, the Caribbean, West Africa and the Philippines. As 

part of the project’s implementation, collaboration took place with civil society and 

community organisations across banana-consuming countries in Europe 

(EUROBAN) and North America (US/LEAP, Chicago). Activities included 

educational programmes, research, advocacy and lobbying at national and 

international levels, a specialised information service, the production of 

informational materials, and the building of links between producer and consumer 

countries.  

 

Implementation of the “Union to Union” project in Costa Rica 

In the case of Costa Rica, the project supported training and organising 

processes for over ten years; it also strengthened the legal capacity to defend 

labour and trade union rights on banana and pineapple plantations. It also 

supported the claims of workers who were sterilised by the application of the 

nematicide NEMAGON-DBCP in the 1960s and 1970s on Costa Rican banana 

plantations, with significant improvements in the health of thousands of plantation 

workers. 

 

Banana Link had the backing of trade union organisations in England. One of 

these flagship unions is the General Municipal and Boilermakers’ Union (GMB), 
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which supported SITRAP in various ways. One such way was the completion of 

SITRAP’s Training Centre. Several delegations from Banana Link, the GMB and 

other trade unions in the UK visited Costa Rica over the years; all these 

delegations conveyed solidarity, enthusiasm and a sense of trade union joy that, 

to this day, remains in the heart of SITRAP. 

 

 
British delegation, Banana Link-GMB, visit, SITRAP – Costa Rica, March 2004. Photo: Gilbert 

Bermudez 

 

Implementation of the “Union to Union” project in Ecuador 

This project also ran for over 10 years in Ecuador, in support of the National 

Federation of Free Agro-industrial, Peasant and Indigenous Workers of Ecuador 

(FENACLE). 

 

It was instrumental in strengthening and establishing local grassroots 

organisations, trade unions and workers’ associations at provincial and cantonal 

levels. This, alongside other factors, helped to strengthen independent trade 

union organisation on farms and plantations in this country, which historically has 

faced significant difficulties in ensuring workers’ labour and trade union rights. 
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Despite being the world’s leading banana exporter, Ecuador has very few trade 

union organisations in the sector. 

 

By way of illustration, a summary is provided of an evaluation workshop for this 

project held in Guayaquil, Ecuador, in January 2004. To give an idea of how it 

worked and its achievements, I present a summary of the positive results 

identified at the time (see Annex V). 

 

The workshop took a practical approach, enabling participants to identify the 

achievements, obstacles and opportunities associated with the project and the 

activities carried out. Some notable achievements include: the establishment of 

the Workers’ Association in the cantons of El Guayas province (Guayaquil), with 

250 members; the Association of the canton of Pasaje, El Oro province, with 120 

members; and the Workers’ Association of Puerto Bolívar, Machala, El Oro 

province, with 1,200 members. These were undoubtedly tangible achievements, 

in addition to a network of contacts on farms (haciendas) in other cantons such 

as El Guabo, Santa Rosa, Balao, Babahoyo, in the province of Los Ríos, etc. 

 

Similarly, contact was made with groups of small-scale producers, some of whom 

are already selling their fruit through the Fair Trade Banana scheme in the 

cantons of El Guabo, Pasaje and Santa Rosa, and the province of El Oro. 

  

Factors contributing to the programme’s success included training, trust and 

international support, teamwork, cooperation and coordination with other 

initiatives organised by the federation, and professional support for the actions 

undertaken. 

 

Some obstacles were also identified, such as corruption among labour 

authorities, the Ministry of Labour and labour courts; a lack of awareness of 

people’s rights; fear of persecution by employers; and the migration of workers 

from other countries to Ecuador. 

 

Some areas for improvement identified were: more training for workers on labour 

rights, including in trade union and professional contexts; organising forums on 
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key topics, primarily regarding certifications, including the European EUROGAP 

standard, the Andean Pact and other agreements that may be of interest to 

organised workers; and strengthening links with new individuals with leadership 

potential to improve trade union work in different cantons.  

 

International advocacy and lobbying campaigns.  

Chiquita’s 100th Anniversary Campaign.  

From 1989 onwards, a process of rapprochement began among the banana 

unions that were resisting persecution. This process, promoted by SITRAP, came 

to fruition in July 1990 with the creation of the Coordinating Committee of Banana 

Unions of Costa Rica (COSIBA-CR). I had the honour of founding and 

coordinating it following on 26 July 1990, at the ‘CEDAL’ training centre in La 

Catalina, Heredia province. The meeting between the unions took place on the 

very same day that the Costa Rican football team beat Sweden in the ‘Italy 90’ 

World Cup and progressed to the next round. Amidst this Costa Rican euphoria, 

we founded the Coordinating Committee, which brought us so many struggles 

and so much satisfaction. From December 1995, this organisation was 

coordinated by our comrade Ramón Barrantes Cascante until April 2022, when 

he passed away from COVID-19. 

The Chiquita campaign was launched in 1989 by SITRAP, the trade union of 

which I was general secretary for 28 years, from 1984 to 2012, the year I handed 

over the post to Didier Leiton, the current general secretary of SITRAP. Together 

with other friendly organisations, I coordinated this campaign, which involved 

extensive lobbying and international awareness-raising. 

 

In 1999, the Chiquita company celebrated its centenary. For organisations in 

Costa Rica, this was an opportunity to highlight the historical and current situation 

regarding labour, human rights and environmental issues on the company’s 

plantations in Costa Rica and other Latin American countries where it had been 

producing bananas for over a century. 

 

‘A Hundred Years of Chiquita’ drew on the title ‘One Hundred Years of Solitude’ 

from the book by Gabriel García Márquez, who had based his work on his 
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grandfather’s stories about the events of 1928 in Ciénaga, Magdalena, Colombia 

– specifically the banana strike against this company and the repression of the 

striking workers. A poster alluding to Chiquita and its hundred years symbolised 

the company’s history and its actions over time; this campaign was successful 

and lasted more than ten years (1989–2001).  

 

 
 

 

DOLE Campaign: ‘DOLE, Behind the Smoke Screen: Investigations on 
Plantations, Banana Companies in Latin America’. 

Between 2003 and 2008, the investigation entitled “DOLE: Behind the Smoke 

Screen – Investigations into Plantations and Banana Companies in Latin 

America” was carried out. This investigation took place across several Latin 

American countries on the company’s plantations between 2005 and 2008. A 

coalition of organisations and institutions carried out this investigation into DOLE. 

This easily accessible study highlights the extensive scale of the company’s 

operations and features numerous testimonies from people in the Latin American 

countries where it has banana, pineapple and flower plantations, amongst others. 

DOLE has hundreds of local suppliers, making it one of the world’s largest 

companies in this sector.  
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Campaign actions were carried out against the transnational company DOLE at 

various times. Here, I will describe a campaign in Costa Rica that began in 2003 

and resulted in the signing of a framework agreement in 2007. 

As the evidence from Costa Rica shows, DOLE is one of the fruit companies with 

the most environmental problems. It has not only been implicated in avoidable 

pollution incidents, but also in the dismissal of workers. In October 2000, the 

company dismissed its entire workforce only to rehire them the following day on 

wages that were between 30% and 40% lower than before.  

 

In 2002, a campaign to organise trade union membership was launched at the 

Carrandí plantations in the canton of Siquirres, farms belonging to the Acon 

group, a supplier to DOLE. The Ministry of Labour had to intervene to ensure that 

the right to freedom of association was recognised on these plantations; however, 

the company reacted immediately by organising its own campaign against the 

trade unions. Some of the company’s actions against the trade union organisation 

included threats to dismiss the trade unionists’ family members. Furthermore, 

blackmail involving being placed on a ‘blacklist’, pressure and discrimination were 

also common tactics.  

 

Between August and September 2005, five members were forced to leave the 

union. Despite a range of anti-union tactics, SITRAP has around 100 members 

out of a workforce of 800. The unions proposed a written agreement to Dole, 

binding on both parties, which addressed various issues such as freedom of 

association, the environment and social dialogue. That same year, the 

coordinating body for Costa Rica’s banana unions, COSIBA-CR, repeatedly 

invited the multinational to hold talks at national level regarding the violations 

outlined in this document, amongst other matters.  

 

In late January 2006, the company proposed another agreement which, rather 

than creating a legitimate space for the free and independent operation of trade 

unions, would grant advantages to the Solidarista movement and its promoters 

so that they could continue waging their psychological and practical war within 
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the plantations. Consequently, in February 2006, COSIBA-CR decided to 

suspend negotiations with Dole, citing the following reasons: 

 

1) that Dole, despite verbal agreements to the contrary, has begun to publicise 

the news that a ‘framework agreement’ is in the process of being signed, thereby 

benefiting commercially from the dialogue; 

2) that there has been no practical demonstration on Dole-owned plantations of 

a change in policy or improvement in respect for labour and trade union rights; 

3) that there has been no sign of goodwill to intervene and help put an end to 

violations of workers’ rights on Dole’s suppliers’ plantations; 

4) that Dole refuses to encourage its suppliers to participate in the conciliation 

meetings convened by the Ministry of Labour concerning the alleged labour 

violations on those plantations 

 

On 27 March 2007, DOLE-Costa Rica signed a framework agreement with the 

Coordinating Body of Banana Trade Unions of Costa Rica (COSIBA-CR), 

including certain terms that reaffirmed DOLE’s commitment to resolving disputes 

swiftly and adopting established protocols to avoid adversely affecting mutual 

interests, as well as fostering continuous and open dialogue, which included the 

operation of a joint committee of members to ensure compliance with the terms 

of the agreement; and the assurance that DOLE would maintain its neutral stance 

regarding workers’ decisions to organise or join an organisation. 

 

It also stated that the company would continue to strengthen its commitment to 

complying with local and international environmental legislation governing 

operations in Costa Rica, and focus on programmes such as: solid and liquid 

waste management, management of agrochemicals and all potentially hazardous 

substances, as well as the protection of forest water. In April 2019, the agreement 

was unilaterally terminated by the company.  
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Photos: DOLE research, global platform of organisations, 2003–2008. 

 

DEL MONTE campaign, Costa Rica.  

Costa Rica was one of the countries that received the most support from Banana 

Link during these 30 years of solidarity action. During this time, it had an impact 

on corporate behaviour, whether by fostering dialogue between stakeholders or 

highlighting unresolved disputes. The first action coordinated by Banana Link was 

the dissemination of information in England and Europe regarding labour issues 

and trade union persecution at BANDECO-Del Monte. This situation was a 

constant feature, with dismissals of trade union members, discrimination and 

workplace harassment, amongst other issues. The problem escalated in July 

1986, when a referendum was held to impose direct agreements, permanent 

committees and solidarity schemes, which remain in place to this day on most of 

the company’s plantations in Costa Rica. 

 

Banana Link and its allies in Europe ran a major information campaign, as it 

involved many social actors – trade unions from Great Britain, Scotland, Ireland, 

amongst others – reaching as far as the supermarkets that bought fruit from Del 

Monte. It was good to see so many actors working together on this and other 

campaigns promoted by Banana Link with trade union organisations such as the 
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British TUC, the Irish ITUC, T&G, UNISON, as well as various organisations 

carrying out awareness-raising activities at that time. 

 

In 1997, in London, an extraordinary protest took place outside Del Monte’s 

offices in the city. Banana Link and other organisations delivered several tonnes 

of fruit (damaged bananas) to draw public attention to the working conditions and 

anti-union persecution on the company’s plantations in Costa Rica. This led to a 

process of direct dialogue between the local management of BANDECO-Del 

Monte and SITRAP, who signed a framework agreement in December 1997. 

However, the company repeatedly undermined this agreement, making its 

implementation impossible, and the union had no choice but to revoke it in 1999. 

 

Banana Link, as an international ally of COLSIBA and its local organisations, and 

in support of these campaigns, was always present in the actions aimed at finding 

acceptable solutions for the parties involved. These are just a few examples of 

what has occurred at the three main transnational banana companies still 

operating in Costa Rica today, with government support, against trade unions on 

the country’s banana, pineapple and agro-industrial plantations, from 1982 to the 

present day. Stories and examples abound, and entire libraries could be filled 

with accounts of this historical period in Costa Rica, a period in which lies, deceit, 

arrogance and manipulation have been the norm in the country’s labour relations, 

particularly from 1982 to the present day, 2026.  

 

Campaign, Bitter Banana, Colombia. 

 

In 1995, the National Union of Agricultural Industry Workers of Colombia 

(SINTRAINAGRO) had to organise an international information campaign. For 

several years prior, some organisations in the country and their allies in Europe 

had been running a campaign called ‘Banano Amargo’ (Bitter Banana), which 

sought to persuade supermarkets and consumers in Europe not to buy 

Colombian bananas, given that these were produced and sold on international 

markets, stained with the blood of those killed by the prevailing violence on the 
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plantations where bananas were grown, mainly in the regions of Urabá-Antioquia 

and Santa Marta, and Ciénaga-Magdalena. 

 

Historically, violence has persisted in these regions, which is why the 

SINTRAINAGRO trade union has made, and continues to make to this day, efforts 

to strengthen peace and stability through negotiations with the banana industry 

association, the Association of Banana Producers of Colombia (AUGURA). 

 

The “Banano Amargo” campaign ceased operations in 1997, partly thanks to the 

clarifying work of Banana Link, which highlighted the efforts of in the negotiations 

between the union and employers through the single collective agreement in 

Colombia’s banana sector. To date, more than 200 plantations operate under this 

bargaining framework, which has proven, over time, to be the most effective 

means of continuously improving the living and working conditions of the 

thousands of workers in this sector in Colombia. It has also served to strengthen 

peace throughout the region, recognised globally by United Nations (UN) 

institutions, the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation of the United Nations (FAO); and the Colombian Government itself.  
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Part Four: International Coordination and 
Advocacy.  
In this fourth part, I discuss some key aspects of the first International Banana 

Conference, held in May 1998, and the second International Banana Conference, 

in April 2005. These conferences analysed issues and proposals that shaped the 

history of the banana industry as it was known up to that point, including key 

topics such as: the ‘race to the bottom’, the proposal for the first International 

Banana Charter, a living wage throughout the supply chain, the situation of 

women on plantations, environmental and occupational health issues, and the 

international banana market, amongst others. All these were the subject of 

intense debates, conducted with seriousness and respect among the 

participants, who represented the highest echelons of the banana production and 

marketing sector. In this regard, I have attached some documents (see annexes) 

that reinforce my comments, in which key players—such as representatives of 

transnational corporations, supermarkets, governments and producer 

organisations—share their impressions and expectations regarding the future of 

banana production and trade. 

Preparatory Workshops. At both the first and second international banana 

conferences, preparatory workshops were held by geographical region. During 

these, the major issues facing these regions were analysed, and preparations 

were made for participation and presentation at the conference. Workshops were 

held in Costa Rica in October 1997; Saint Vincent and the Grenadines in 

November 1997; in February 1998 the workshop took place in Ecuador; in March 

1998 in Geneva, Switzerland; and in London, England, in January 2008. 

The Miami Summit, May 2000, and the Regional Agreement: Chiquita-COLSIBA-

UITA (2001). A key point to highlight is that, within the framework of the first 

banana conference, a series of bilateral dialogues and engagements took place 

between key stakeholders, leading to the Miami Summit in 2000, the “Miami 

Summit” itself, which was a success as it led to the initiation of several direct 

bilateral and, at the same time, parallel dialogues between three banana 
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transnationals and COLSIBA; thus, a regional agreement was signed between 

Chiquita, COLSIBA and the ITUC in 2001, which can be consulted in Annex I. 

 

Given its relevance and the analyses it contains, in this section I examine part of 

the special edition of the Boletín Bananero No. 33, published in July 2005. This 

issue focuses on analysing the Second International Banana Conference, as well 

as the reactions to it. In this exceptional case, the editorial appears to be a more 

extensive analysis piece produced by the editorial team of the Boletín Bananero, 

interspersed with contributions from four major fruit companies, COLSIBA and 

WINFA. 

 

Finally, in this fourth part, I highlight Banana Link’s support for groups of small-

scale banana producers who are disadvantaged in the fruit trade chain, through 

the creation of the International Alliance for Sustainable Family Farming (AIAF), 

which was formed in 2019 in Ecuador and brings together small-scale producer 

organisations and cooperatives from the Philippines, Peru and Ecuador. 
 

 International Banana Conferences  

 

The International Banana Conferences 1 and 2 were held in Brussels, Belgium, 

the first in May 1998 and the second in April 2005. These were attended by 

representatives of the various stakeholders in international banana production 

and trade. These conferences were of great international significance and 

marked a turning point, as they brought together companies, trade unions and 

many other stakeholders for the first time in a forum where they could discuss 

issues and seek joint solutions. A number of consensuses, agreements and 

recommendations were reached at these conferences that remain in force today. 

One example of this is the establishment, in 2009, of the World Banana Forum in 

Rome, which was a recommendation of the second conference in 2005. 
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Alistair Smith, 3 February 1998, Machala, El Oro, Ecuador. Photo by Gilbert Bermúdez.  

 

 

1. First International Banana Conference (CIB I), Brussels, May 1998 

Co-organised by COLSIBA, Banana Link, EUROBAN and the IUF, the First 

International Banana Conference (6–7 May 1998) was held in Brussels, Belgium, 

with around 500 participants representing all stakeholders in the supply chain. 

Following the First International Banana Conference (IBC I), dialogue processes 

began to take shape with various key stakeholders in the banana sector across 

Latin America.  

 

The central theme of IBC-I had been the ‘curved world of the banana’; 

furthermore, the issue of the ‘race to the bottom’ was raised. In addition, a variety 

of issues were raised, such as: low wages, job security, freedom of association 

and collective bargaining, gender equality, an end to workplace and sexual 

harassment on plantations, occupational health and the environment, and aerial 

spraying under high-risk conditions, which continues to this day in our countries. 

There was also a call for an international banana agreement in the face of the 
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European Union’s forthcoming Regulation No. 404, in which the voices and 

proposals of workers and their legitimate trade union organisations would be 

heard. 

 

The First International Banana Conference in 1998 was also a significant moment 

in building closer ties with the International Union of Agricultural Workers (IUA), 

where dialogue processes began to be established with stakeholders in the 

banana sector across Latin America.  

 

In the special article “In the light of the first IBC 1998” in the July 2005 issue of 

the Banana Bulletin, Dr Iain Farquhar mentions that, “at the first International 

Banana Conference in May 1998, there was widespread recognition among the 

governments, companies, scientists and civil society organisations involved in the 

sector that the social and environmental conditions prevailing in the industry at 

that time were unacceptable” (Banana Link, 2005, p. 8) . 

 

It was a historic moment that marked a turning point in the banana struggles; for 

the first time, the debate was opened up, involving organisations engaged in 

conflicts within the banana sector since the early 1990s. The same article cited 

above from the 2005 Banana Bulletin acknowledges the success of the event. 

Following the discussions at that first conference, the organisers issued the ‘First 

International Banana Charter’. Through this, they also succeeded in getting 

banana production and trading companies to commit to addressing labour issues, 

recognising trade union representation.  

 

The first conference ended successfully, but was not without moments of tension. 

On the first day, a significant incident occurred involving the Chiquita delegation, 

who asked to speak to announce that they were withdrawing from the conference 

in protest against a publication that very same day in the Cincinnati Enquirer – 

USA. This article detailed, over eight pages, “the history of Chiquita” in Latin 

America.  

 

This publication was the result of an arduous campaign carried out by COLSIBA 

and its allied organisations, Banana Link, EUROBAN, and the IUF. It exposed the 
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working conditions to which thousands of banana workers had historically been 

subjected by the Chiquita company. It is important to note that the investigation 

was published on the very day the conference opened, 5 May 1998, and in the 

days that followed it appeared in media outlets in Spain, France, the United 

States, the United Kingdom, Costa Rica, and other European and Latin American 

nations, turning the campaign’s efforts into a resounding trade union success in 

which Banana Link played a prominent role. 

 

This first International Banana Conference marked the start of a long road ahead 

in the trade union struggle against production and marketing companies. By 

1999, a context of struggle had emerged at the international level against 

transnational corporations such as Chiquita at the regional level and Del Monte 

in Costa Rica, due to the company’s failure to comply with the framework 

agreement signed with SITRAP in 1997, which had proved virtually ineffective. 

 

2. Miami Summit, May 2000 and the Regional Agreement: Chiquita-
COLSIBA-UITA (2001) 

Following this first International Banana Conference (IBC-I), the stakeholders 

discussed how to promote dialogue amongst those involved in international 

banana production and trade. The success of this conference and the campaign 

against Chiquita led the company to approach COLSIBA and its allies, which had 

always included Banana Link and EUROBAN. Given the difficult market situation, 

the company expressed a desire to enter into talks to bring such a campaign to 

an end, and so, in May 2000, a meeting was held in Miami, United States of 

America. Chiquita, Dole and Del Monte took part; it was a significant moment in 

international action.  

 

These transnational companies were invited to engage in dialogue with the trade 

union sector to discuss the measures needed to improve labour relations on 

banana plantations in Latin America and the role of trade union organisations. As 

a result of this meeting, Chiquita and COLSIBA-UITA began a process of dialogue 

which led to the signing of the regional agreement, COLSIBA-UITA-CHIQUITA, 

at a meeting of representatives from COLSIBA-UITA and Chiquita in San José, 
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Costa Rica, on 11 May 2001. It was agreed to jointly draft and implement the 

regional agreement, which was formally signed in Geneva, Switzerland, on 14 

June 2001 in the presence of the Director-General of the International Labour 

Organisation (ILO), Juan Somavia. 

 

3. Second International Banana Conference, Brussels, Belgium, 2005 

The Second International Banana Conference (CIB-II) took place at the Flemish 

Parliament in Brussels from 28 to 30 April 2005, with 250 participants. It brought 

together representatives from banana companies, governments, civil society 

organisations and international institutions, with delegates from over 40 

countries. 

 

CIB-II was a key event in revitalising the long-standing agenda of trade unions 

and smallholder organisations. Like the first, this conference addressed key 

issues; one notable outcome was the proposal to establish a permanent forum 

where the main actors in the global production and trade chain for bananas and 

other agro-industrial products, such as pineapples, sugar cane, oil palm, etc., 

could come together and be represented. The idea was to halt the industry’s 

negative trends (the race to the bottom) and find ways to limit the growing power 

of supermarkets and reduce wage and social disparities within the industry. 

 

A key point was the recognition that retail supermarkets involved in the 

distribution of bananas, sold by producer and marketing companies, play a 

significant role and have a major say and influence throughout the entire 

production and marketing chain for the fruit.  

 

As expressed in the document presented by civil society organisations at this 

conference, and in Banana Link’s Banana Bulletin No. 33 of July 2005, the 

proposals put forward by civil society and the trade unions were made clear to 

the other participants at the conference, resulting, amongst other initiatives, in the 

creation of the World Banana Forum (WBF).  
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This conference featured an interesting debate among participants, who 

presented their views on the various aspects of the global banana industry from 

a production, commercial, social and environmental perspective. Given the 

historical significance of these debates and proposals, I have included two 

documents as appendices. The first, the Declaration of the organisers of the 

Second International Banana Conference, includes the reflections and proposals 

drawn up by civil society (see Annex VI). The second is a summary included in 

the July 2005 issue of the Banana Link Bulletin (see Annex VII). This text clearly 

states that the Second International Banana Conference was a success due to 

the number and calibre of the participants and their presentations on the key 

issues. These proposals remain relevant to this day, as it appears that most of 

the central issues or problems affecting plantations in the Latin American region 

remain unresolved. 

 

 
Delegations at the Second International Banana Conference, Flemish Parliament, Brussels, 

April 2005. (Photo: Jean Guyaux) 

 

The Banana Link publication of the Bananero newsletter, issue 33, July 2005, 

was devoted to an analysis of the two international conferences, their outcomes 

and proposals, as well as comments from various stakeholders in the banana 

industry regarding these results. This is an interesting topic, as it was precisely 

at the second conference (May 2005) that the creation of the World Banana 

Forum (2009) was proposed, which continues to operate today as a body 

attached to the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO).  
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Fruit companies also shared their views on the Conferences in this bulletin. Of 

particular note are the comments from various business representatives and 

other organisations giving their impressions of the first and second conferences, 

which is interesting given the reality of the situation at that time.  

 

Similarly, in this section I would like to highlight the publication by Alistair Smith 

of Banana Link, in which he proposes “Reconsidering the price of bananas: 
the crux of the matter” (see Annex VIII). It is interesting to read this article by 

Alistair Smith, as it clearly demonstrates how, over the last three decades (1996–

2026), “the economy has operated as if nobody else mattered” (Smith, 2009) , in 

addition to a price war between supermarkets that is dragging the banana 

industry into a “race to the bottom” from which no one will benefit in the long term, 

despite some signs of optimism. 

 

The reality is that we continue to face a negative social cost today; it is plain to 

see if we look at the rates of poverty, unemployment, violence and social 

instability. Small-scale producers continue to disappear from fruit production, 

monoculture continues to expand, and so does pollution. At the same time, few 

plantation workers currently earn anything resembling a living wage. 

Plantation workers have been bearing the brunt of price wars for many decades, 

as banana companies have sought to cut costs as much as possible. Price wars 

appear to make little sense in the short term, as well as being harmful to 

producers and workers in the short and medium term. The taboo surrounding 

competition policy in the past was that large banana companies determined the 

selling price in wholesale markets, but with the rise in the purchasing power of 

supermarket chains, it is now the retailers who control the global market. 

Whether real or imagined, this taboo surrounding price debates has so far 

prevented retailers from playing a significant role in seeking a way out of what 

they recognise as a destructive cycle of price wars; the main suppliers with large 

market shares remain sensitive to European competition laws and US antitrust 

regulations. What appears to be a vicious cycle of destruction of the fruit’s value 

continues to exist in practice. 

 



78 
 

World Banana Forum (WBF), Rome, Italy, 2009 
The World Banana Forum is a multi-stakeholder body created at the proposal of 

civil society organisations participating in the Second International Banana 

Conference held at the Flemish Parliament in Belgium in May 2005, which stated:  

 

With the support of BANANA LINK-EUROBAN, COLSIBA, and other 

stakeholders, the First World Banana Forum was organised in December 2009 

by the FAO’s Trade and Markets Division in Rome. Delegations from Latin 

America, Asia, Africa, Europe, North America and the Caribbean took part, 

representing all stakeholders: governments, transnational corporations, 

supermarkets, certification bodies, fair trade organisations, scientific bodies, 

national consortia, civil society sectors, trade unions, United Nations agencies 

and civil society organisations.  

 

The idea behind the creation of the WBF was for stakeholders to work together 

to build industry consensus on best practices for sustainable production and 

trade; the establishment of the World Banana Forum aimed to identify issues 

within the banana sector, determine the actions needed to address these issues, 

and share ideas on best practices amongst the sector’s stakeholders. 

 

In 2020, Alistar Smith noted that “ten years after the creation of the World Banana 

Forum, the sustainable future for production and trade—which at the time 

seemed like a rather utopian dream amidst the commercial turmoil of the longest 

dispute in the history of world trade—is beginning to look far less illusory. 

Governments, which have tended to take a very low-key approach to legislation 

and the formulation of policies relevant to the pressing problems affecting the 

banana world, are now taking action when it comes to the future of the world’s 

most traded fruit” (Smith A., 2020) . 

 

The World Banana Forum (WBF) was conceived as a space where the main 

actors and stakeholders in the banana production and marketing chain could 

come together to analyse and seek joint solutions; it was created by multiple 

stakeholders to find solutions to the major social and human problems that exist. 
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However, over time, this forum has promoted the interests of unilateral groups 

within the industry and has become a front for the vested interests of a particular 

sector. 

 

International Alliance for Sustainable Family Farming – AIAFS 

Between 25 and 30 November 2019, in the city of Machala, El Oro province, 

Ecuador, a meeting was held between various stakeholders to establish the 

International Alliance for Sustainable Family Farming (AIAFS). The main 

participants were ASOPROLIFLO-FUNDACION CENDERO from Ecuador; 

AGROPERU from Peru; FARMCOOP from the Philippines; COLAE from 

Ecuador; COLSIBA; BANAFAIR from Germany; and Banana Link from the United 

Kingdom.  
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This meeting served to analyse the challenges facing production and the market 

for small-scale organic banana producers in the context of agricultural 

diversification. Sustainable family farming represents the smallest producers in 

the sector’s supply chain, who receive no support from governments, fair trade 

schemes, or retail buyers. Banana Link continues to make significant efforts to 

raise awareness of these issues, as well as to secure markets for the fruit 

produced by this sector of small-scale producers who are disadvantaged within 

the supply chain. It is well known that supporting this sector is very difficult given 

the conditions of the international market, as well as government policies offering 

almost no support to small-scale producers. However, even under such adverse 

conditions, the search for support for this sector of small-scale producers in 

sustainable family farming continues. 

 

This Alliance was the aspiration/dream of our colleague, Joaquin Vásquez from 

Ecuador, who for many years raised within EUROBAN and the World Banana 

Forum itself the need to strengthen a path of cooperation and friendship, on the 

one hand, with the independent banana unions, given that UROCAL itself was a 

member of COLSIBA for several years. On the other hand, to strengthen the 

efforts of organisations of small-scale producers who are at a disadvantage in the 

production and trade of the fruit. These organisations follow an approach of 

sustainable, organic family farming, promoting clean production, diversification 

and a culture of responsible consumption of products and food free from 

agrochemicals and produced under environmentally friendly conditions. The 

alliance continues to operate under difficult conditions, but with dynamism and 

determination in support of the people and their genuine organisations. 
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Part Five: By way of conclusion. 
 

In this final section, I would like to share with you some reflections and concerns. 

The first two relate to issues that have been of concern to banana trade unions: 

the ‘price war’ and what we have for many years referred to as the ‘race to the 

bottom’. The third reflection relates to the post-COVID context and some of the 

challenges facing banana trade unions. The fourth reflection relates to an issue 

that Banana Link has consistently highlighted, concerning living wages, the 

sustainability of the supply chain and other important aspects. The fifth concerns 

the role of certification bodies over the last thirty years. The sixth relates to 

supermarkets and their disproportionate purchasing power and control of the 

market, and consequently their influence on social and environmental issues. The 

seventh concerns the growing increase in aggression, violence and intolerance 

from business sectors. The eighth concerns the fragility of governments and 

institutions regarding human and labour rights, with labour legislation weakened 

across the board and rendered unenforceable due to the fragility and flexibility of 

governments and their agencies, such as labour inspectorates, etc. All of the 

above means that in some countries, ‘independent trade unionism’ poses a real 

risk, so the concern is how to proceed, and who will be able to exert a positive 

influence in reducing fear and confrontation.  

 

A primary concern is the so-called ‘price war’, an issue that has persisted for 

decades. In my view, it is more a matter inherent in the historical competition 

between retailers and distributors (supermarkets) operating in each country, 

which manifests itself in marketing strategies designed to attract customers to 

their shops and shelves. Bananas, as a cheap fruit (dessert), are used as a lure 

to attract customers within the logic of territorial competition in each country and 

continent. Previously, these were local markets in towns and villages; today, they 

are large transnational business conglomerates that operate and compete with 

one another across entire countries and regions. Nowadays, mergers or the 

buying and selling of shares on stock markets and among shareholders at all 

levels are commonplace. It is brutal competition at every level and in every 
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possible form, where economic considerations are what count, not the human, 

labour or environmental rights of the people working in the production sites. 

 

A second concern is what we once called the ‘race to the bottom’. This was a 

term coined during the campaigns run by EUROBAN, Banana Link and COLSIBA 

at the two international conferences held in 1998 and 2005, and it remains entirely 

relevant today. Things have not improved, far from it, for the benefit of the people 

working on banana plantations in any producing country. Nor for small-scale 

producers, who continue to disappear at the expense of large corporations. For 

small-scale producers and workers, advocacy is made difficult by the scarcity of 

public information, the secrecy surrounding these relationships and negotiations, 

and commercial at all levels. Furthermore, I perceive civil society as increasingly 

marginalised, and trade unions are also finding it increasingly difficult to operate 

independently. In this chain, there are increasingly thousands of losers and few 

winners within the logic of the current market. 

 

In this whole context, human rights lose out to the logic of mass, cheap 

consumption driven by retailers who supply millions of consumers in rich 

countries with various products such as bananas, pineapples, cocoa, melons, 

sugar cane, oil palm, flowers, asparagus, blueberries, artichokes, avocados, 

mangoes, grapes, other fruits, vegetables and pulses produced in the tropical 

countries of the Global South. Latin America is no exception to this grotesque 

reality, as we can see how, in most countries producing bananas and other 

tropical fruits, labour laws have been changing under the perfect pretext of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

A third concern relates to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. This arrived 

in Latin America at a time when some governments in the region were already in 

the process of reforming labour laws; the pandemic served as yet another 

argument to justify changes that curtail labour and social rights. Among these, I 

can mention:  

 

1. Several countries amended their labour codes or labour laws to reduce 

working hours. On plantations, the workload was increased for the same 
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wage. Forms of employment contracts were also modified, with a shift towards 

hourly, piecework, task-based or contract-based employment. 

2. Social security laws were amended, allowing fewer workers on permanent 

payrolls to be registered with social security and occupational accident or 

hazardous work insurance; there was a reduction in the social security 

contributions made by employers per person in many parts of the Latin 

American region. 

3. New national emergency laws were enacted to ‘tackle’ the pandemic. 

Although in reality they did not tackle it, it was merely a political ploy whilst 

simultaneously helping certain business sectors to operate during the 

pandemic, earning more money than in normal times. Ultimately, the 

pandemic subsided, but the laws remained and continue to significantly 

undermine labour and human rights in almost all banana-producing countries 

in Latin America. 

4. At regional and international level, tariff policies and migration policies in 

general were amended, which was essentially contrary to fundamental human 

rights. 

 

I would like to recall what COLSIBA said, as we insisted at the time on the 

problems caused by the pandemic in relation to the behaviour of business sectors 

and governments. In the July 2020 COLSIBA Bulletin (COLSIBA, 2020) , we 

denounced the negative effects of the pandemic, particularly those affecting the 

economic, social, labour and human rights of workers on banana and agro-

industrial plantations in Latin America. This pandemic has laid bare the inequality 

suffered by our peoples, and has led to an increase in poverty, unemployment, 

socio-labour inequality, low wages, job insecurity and marginalisation. It was an 

opportune moment for companies, which pushed for changes in collective 

bargaining processes, exerting pressure to roll back the rights secured over 

decades of efforts by legitimate and independent trade unions. 

 

Organisations have been operating at a disadvantage, as the shared interests 

between government bodies and the business sector have also become clear; 

for them, the pandemic presented an opportunity to cut wages, reduce social 

security and healthcare contributions, and use COVID-19 to justify the non-
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payment of huge outstanding bills. The business sectors have pressured 

governments to make drastic changes to labour legislation, arguing that this is a 

way of tackling the ‘crisis’. Now everything is justified: redundancies, increased 

workloads, and the promotion of changes to legislation, laws and emergency 

decrees, where new labour regulations are introduced that violate international 

conventions – all in the name of tackling the pandemic. All this was happening 

whilst the international fruit market remained stable and even grew in 2020 in 

most consumer countries. 

 

Although COLSIBA acknowledged the efforts of some companies to draw up 

agreements and protocols to prevent the negative effects of the pandemic, we 

also recognised a kind of ‘protocol of injustice’, where the effects of the pandemic 

were intertwined with the problems of deep-rooted corruption in society. In light 

of this situation, COLSIBA called upon the international community, governments 

and institutions, the International Labour Organisation (ILO), human rights 

organisations, church bodies, civil society organisations and the international 

trade union movement to support the defence of the fundamental human rights 

of thousands of people facing harsh conditions of inequality and lacking the power 

to engage in dialogue with business actors in Latin American society. This call 

remains valid today.  

 

Echoing COLSIBA’s call, we still need to launch awareness-raising and 

information campaigns to highlight the context brought to light by the pandemic. 

Together, we can influence the policies imposed in our countries and make our 

presence felt in an organised manner before governments, institutions, 

companies and supermarkets. By utilising the best forms of organisation with 

unity and commitment, only then can we sustain ourselves and move forward 

with our historic struggle for social and labour justice for all. 

 
A fourth concern relates to living wages and sustainability within the supply 
chain. Banana Link has always advocated for banana production that is 

sustainable in economic, social and environmental terms; however, in recent 

decades, international banana production and trade have been affected by 
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various events, including climate change, migration, the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and military and trade wars.  

 

Difficulties in the supply chain and low fruit prices have resulted in a deterioration 

in workers’ fundamental working conditions. In particular, there has been a 

deterioration in the components of decent work: a living wage, job security, 

freedom of association, collective bargaining, gender equality, the environment 

and occupational health. This means that a ‘living’ wage is now merely an 

aspiration for thousands of workers on Latin American banana plantations.  

 

Currently, almost all actors in the supply chain agree that various difficulties exist, 

which is why they propose ‘shared responsibility’ within the value chain, as well 

as the efforts of some European governments to implement ‘due diligence’ laws 

to ensure respect for and compliance with the fundamental human rights of 

workers throughout the chain. These elements are central as they place the 

phenomenon of the fragmentation of responsibility throughout the chain at the 

heart of the matter. National legislation addresses only some of the links in the 

chain, and in some cases has created a legal framework that allows for the 

fragmentation of labour responsibility, as legal forms—such as contractors, 

subcontractors, intermediaries and labour suppliers—take precedence over the 

reality of value creation and appropriation throughout the chain. 

 

A living wage can be achieved if it is recognised that purchasing companies must 

contribute to the funding of wage increases through the purchase price; that 

private certification bodies continue to certify companies that do not respect 

fundamental labour rights; and that safeguarding freedom of association and 

independent collective bargaining on plantations is a genuine mechanism for 

ensuring compliance with and the implementation of a living wage. 

 

Despite the obstacles that exist in various countries, independent trade unions 

are best placed to report on the reality of what is happening on the ground and to 

cooperate with companies seeking to ensure living wages throughout the supply 

chain and respect for fundamental human rights; this has been demonstrated in 

countries where freedom of association and collective bargaining are properly 
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upheld; therefore, tripartite social dialogue is necessary to promote agile and 

transparent negotiation processes among the actors in the supply chain, All 

stakeholders in the supply chain agree to accept the United Nations’ (UN) 

objectives regarding the 2020–2030 framework for sustained action, decent work 

and living wages, and poverty reduction. This is not about labels or ideologies; it 

is reality itself that sets the agenda. The reality today is unjust, so acting together 

seems to be the right course of action. 

 

The fifth concern relates to the situation of certification bodies over the last 
30 years. Since the early 1970s, companies began to make use of certifications. 

This was primarily in response to public criticism of the widespread use of 

agrochemicals in banana production. A notable case was the application and use 

of DBCP-NEMAGON, which was applied from the mid-1960s onwards to control 

the nematodes in plantations. In subsequent years, it was confirmed that this was 

the cause of thousands of men and women being rendered infertile, as well as 

the incidence of cancerous diseases and injuries in all Latin American countries 

where transnational corporations applied it (Costa Rica, Panama, Honduras, 

Guatemala, Ecuador and Colombia, amongst others). 

 

Over the last 30 years, it has been very difficult in Latin America to enforce the 

extensive labour legislation, particularly that relating to freedom of association 

and collective bargaining, in accordance with the conventions of the International 

Labour Organisation (ILO).  

 

Corporate social responsibility is promoted through the media and social media. 

However, this is not observed in practice and workers suffer, rather, from the 

social irresponsibility of companies. In many cases, these companies have the 

approval of the labour ministries in the countries of the region. In recent years, 

the deterioration of collective bargaining in the banana sector has had a negative 

impact on workers’ wages and increased their workload. Social, labour and 
environmental responsibility is not merely a buzzword in the global order; 
rather, it is intended to supplant trade unions. 
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It is worrying that they are appropriating ILO conventions, as if they were the ones 

implementing them, and presenting themselves as faithful adherents to these. 

The main intention is commercial and, as a side effect, to demonstrate to 

supermarkets, distributors, consumers and governments compliance with labour 

standards, whilst overshadowing the achievements of trade unions over time 

through collective bargaining. 

 

Issues such as trade union persecution, outsourcing, labour market flexibility and 

the criminalisation of trade union action in various Latin American countries are 

not matters of interest to certification bodies. The certification system itself is a 

private business, lacking regulation, and its principles are based not on defending 

labour rights, but on providing companies with a public image of social 

responsibility that becomes a tool for circumventing national laws. 

 

It could therefore be argued that companies use certifications to justify the poor 

working conditions they are fostering, thereby masking the rise in poverty among 

workers in these countries. All these situations lead us to consider a policy of 

privatisation of international labour regulation, in which certifications come to 

replace the ILO’s international conventions, leaving labour regulation in the hands 

of private companies. 

 

Social responsibility certifications may currently be being used to mask anti-union 

persecution, deny genuine collective bargaining and justify the deterioration of 

working conditions for thousands of workers in Latin America. 

 

Also of concern is the strengthening of other movements supported and funded 

by companies, such as the Solidarista Movement in Costa Rica, its standing 

committees and direct arrangements. These constitute a strategy by business 

sectors to weaken the trade union movement and evade genuine collective 

bargaining. 

 

Throughout its history, Banana Link has made efforts to ensure that these 

certification bodies act impartially, or at the very least that they apply their own 

codes of conduct, internal regulations, and protocols for intervention, auditing and 
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verification. However, this has proved very difficult given the certification bodies’ 

commitment to business rather than to social and environmental justice.  

 

A few years ago, Banana Link produced a report on the certifying bodies, which 

proved very informative for trade union organisations in Latin America; they made 

extensive use of it in their training programmes, as it clearly explained the 

structure and functioning of these bodies. 

 

Fair Trade certification bodies for bananas and other products: the role of 
fair trade, the disappointment  
 

From its inception, the Fair Trade movement was supported by the international 

trade union movement, by COLSIBA, Banana Link and all of us who believed in 

its benefits. However, as time went on, and despite all the efforts made, this 

movement was gradually co-opted by corporate groups and umbrella 

organisations, which did not allow for constructive dialogue and cooperation. 

Today, it is a business sector that profits from the efforts of workers and small and 

medium-sized producers of bananas and other agricultural products, such as 

cocoa, tea, sugar cane, handicrafts and even mining in some countries. Through 

COLSIBA and with the support of Banana Link, many efforts were made to build 

cooperation based on supporting workers and small producers who are severely 

disadvantaged in the production and trade chain. However, it was impossible to 

make progress with them, given the double standards of the certifying bodies and 

their behaviour towards genuine organisations. Currently, Fair Trade remains in 

some countries, but under the same negotiating conditions as other non-certified 

companies.  

 

The organisations within the Fair Trade initiative that were active at the two 

international conferences, following the forum’s foundation in 2009, aligned 

themselves with the business positions. Undoubtedly, this was to be expected, 

given that various Fair Trade banana initiatives are, by their very nature, 

business-led. Some of them are large producers in partnership with major 

production and trading companies; today they are already medium-sized and 

large producers and traders, yet they continue to speak out and claim to represent 
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the world’s small- r producers. They even claim to represent their workers, which 

is a manipulated aberration designed to benefit their certification business. 

Ultimately, they no longer seek social justice or support for small-scale producers 

who today face very difficult conditions in producing and trading their fruit; there 

are several examples of this.  

 

Furthermore, some Fair Trade initiatives are just as anti-union as any other 

private company. It would appear that their participation in BANANA LINK-

EUROBAN/COLSIBA activities was merely a ploy to buy time to strengthen their 

companies and businesses, so that today they behave like the rest of the pack in 

their persecution in all its forms and expressions, with a few exceptions. 

 

The sixth concern relates to supermarkets and their disproportionate 
purchasing power and control of the market, and consequently their influence 

on social and environmental issues. If we look at the development of the 

international market for bananas and tropical fruits 30 years ago, retailers and 

supermarkets in Europe and the US sourced their fruit through the major 

transnational corporations. Over the last hundred years, these companies 

controlled the supply and demand for fruit in the markets. Ultimately, one result 

of the Banana War (1993–2019) was that the players in the international market 

changed drastically; large supermarket conglomerates took control of it with 

excessive purchasing power that persists to this day. Previously, supplier 

companies set the price for a box of bananas. Today, it is the supermarkets that 

set the price.  

 

Currently, two or three retailers announce the reference purchase prices every 

weekend, creating a dynamic whereby the others follow suit. This leads to a 

market dynamic where the focus is on ‘who offers the box at the lowest price’. 

This dynamic has allowed some of these conglomerates to grow exorbitantly. This 

is evident only in the internal mergers they undertake or in the competition over 

who controls the markets. As I noted earlier, in this process, social or 

environmental impacts do not count; only profit and business matter. Under these 

current conditions, it falls to the trade union and social movements to act, with 

ever-diminishing opportunities to make an impact. However well-intentioned they 
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may be, the remaining allies face many limitations in supporting the solidarity 

action that was once carried out with considerable success and presence in fruit-

producing and supplying countries. 

 

The seventh concern relates to the growing increase in aggression, violence 
and intolerance on the part of business sectors. This is worrying because, 

whilst substantial changes are taking place in international markets, changes are 

also occurring in Latin American countries. However, these changes relate to the 

treatment of workers and their legitimate and independent trade union 

organisations. It is deeply worrying to see how intolerance is reaching levels that 

even endanger the lives and safety of those representing independent trade 

union organisations in some countries and regions. We can also observe a 

regression in this new behaviour; for example, business representative bodies 

have strengthened their lobbying efforts with governments to promote changes 

to labour legislation, labour codes, decrees amending legislation, COVID-19 

emergency decrees, changes to working hours, reduced job security, hourly work, 

piecework, task-based pay, and payment per box, amongst others. At the same 

time, there has been an increase in aggressive and intolerant rhetoric towards 

independent organisations. Furthermore, they have promoted organisations 

controlled by the companies themselves. They have increased the presence of 

private security groups and the involvement of government police forces at the 

behest of a particular sector or private company. There has also been an increase 

in security gates at the entrances to plantations or fruit packing plants, on the 

grounds of rising general crime. 

 

In this regard, a recent example can be cited, relating to events in Panama in May 

and June 2025, where the Chiriqui Land Company (Chiquita) closed its 

plantations in the provinces of Chiriqui, Bocas del Toro and Changuinola, citing 

the union’s intransigence in collective bargaining. There was also discontent with 

a law which, in their view, favoured banana workers, due to a slight improvement 

in the number of years of employer-funded retirement benefits based on years of 

service. This company consistently opposed the law and, in conjunction with the 

government, closed the plantations and dismissed nearly five thousand workers 

without labour rights. Furthermore, they took the general secretary of the union – 
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SITRAIBANA – prisoner. This was accompanied by severe police repression, 

militarising the region under a presidential decree, which sparked a regional 

conflict in the communities and villages surrounding the plantations.  

 

All this took place whilst Chiquita maintains a regional agreement, signed in 2001, 

with COLSIBA-UITA. This agreement stipulates that national labour issues must 

be resolved through dialogue and negotiation in good faith between the parties. 

The question arises: where has the good faith and dialogue between this 

company and the signatories of that regional agreement gone? 

 

The eighth concern relates to the fragility of governments and institutions 
regarding human and labour rights. Labour legislation is severely weakened in 

every respect and is unenforceable due to the fragility and flexibility of 

governments and their agencies; for example, labour inspections. This suggests 

that the fundamental human right to practise independent trade unionism is at 

serious risk. If we look at the dynamics of some governments in the region, it 

would appear that apocryphal and unjust practices override the formal letter of 

the law. Given the above, an analysis and rethinking is required from solidarity-

based cooperation bodies such as Banana Link itself and its allies in this new 

reality, in a world torn between trade, economic, military, religious and ideological 

wars. The challenge belongs to us all, and so does the need to act. 
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Annexes 

Annex I. AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE IUF/COLSIBA AND CHIQUITA* ON 
FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION, MINIMUM LABOUR STANDARDS AND 
EMPLOYMENT IN BANANA OPERATIONS IN LATIN AMERICA 
* The reference to Chiquita in this document includes the subsidiaries of Chiquita Brands International Inc. that employ 

workers in banana operations in Latin America. 
2 

PART I: MINIMUM LABOUR STANDARDS 

THE IUF/COLSIBA AND CHIQUITA: 

• Recognising the fundamental right of every worker to choose to join and be represented by the 

independent and democratic trade union of their choice, as well as the right to collective 

bargaining;  

• Convinced that strengthening democratic forms of cooperation within the company is a 

responsibility shared by the employer and the trade unions; 

• Determined to identify practical opportunities for the continuous improvement of working 

conditions for CHIQUITA workers, recognising that these are an essential prerequisite for 

advancing the common interests of CHIQUITA and its workers;  

• Respecting the responsibilities of CHIQUITA’s local managers and local trade unions to address 

local matters of common interest through collective bargaining and to implement the following 

general principles:  

In accordance with the above, they enter into the following agreement: 

ON MINIMUM WORKING CONDITIONS 
1. CHIQUITA reaffirms its commitment to respect the following ILO Core Conventions: 

• The principle of freedom of association (Convention No. 87 concerning Freedom of Association 

and Protection of the Right to Organise, 1948); 

• The effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining (Convention No. 98 concerning the 

Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining, 1949); 

• The protection and facilities to be afforded to workers’ representatives (Convention No. 135 

concerning Workers’ Representatives, 1971); 

• the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour (Convention No. 29 concerning Forced 

Labour, 1930, and Convention No. 105 concerning the Abolition of Forced Labour, 1957); 

• the effective abolition of child labour (Convention No. 138 concerning the Minimum Age, 1973, 

and Convention No. 182 concerning the Worst Forms of Child Labour, 1999);  

• the elimination of all forms of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation, 

Convention No. 100 concerning Equal Remuneration, 1951, and Convention No. 111 concerning 

Discrimination (Employment and Occupation), 1951  

2. CHIQUITA reaffirms its commitment to respect the rights to freedom of association and collective 

bargaining, as well as the legislation governing the exercise of such rights.  

3. CHIQUITA will respect the right of its workers to form and join trade unions. 

4. CHIQUITA will ensure that trade union representatives are not subject to discrimination and that they 

have access to workers in the workplace to carry out their trade union duties. The practical details of such 

access shall be determined through discussion and agreement at national level. CHIQUITA guarantees 
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that workers shall not be discriminated against, threatened or penalised on account of a visit by a trade 

union representative. 

5. Where CHIQUITA has entered into collective bargaining with trade unions, CHIQUITA shall continue to 

share information about the company in general and its local operations with trade union representatives 

to the extent that such information is reasonably necessary for them to negotiate effectively. 

6. CHIQUITA acknowledges its responsibility to provide safe and healthy workplaces. CHIQUITA and the 

IUF/COLSIBA agree to collaborate in all efforts aimed at improving health and safety in the company’s 

banana operations. 

7. CHIQUITA and the IUF/COLSIBA shall disseminate this Agreement throughout the company’s banana 

operations in Latin America. 4 

 

PART II: EMPLOYMENT 

In the event of circumstances that seriously affect employment levels, working conditions or the type of 

employment contracts, such as changes or transfers in production, or the total or partial closure of a 

facility, CHIQUITA undertakes to: 

• Comply with local laws and regulations; 

• Consult as soon as possible with the local trade unions duly authorised to represent the affected 

workers, particularly where the change affects a significant number of workers, which is usually 

the case with a partial or total closure;  

• In the event that the workers are duly represented by a trade union for collective bargaining, 

simultaneously notify the local trade union representatives, COLSIBA and the IUF of any 

proposed change, including in such notification the following two elements: 

o an explanation of the company’s decision, and  

o a clear indication of the consequences of that decision for the workers 

• in terms of changes to contracts, working conditions or job cuts. 

• CHIQUITA will give serious consideration to any alternative proposals from the trade union 

organisations representing CHIQUITA workers. CHIQUITA will respond to such proposals within a 

timeframe agreed on a case-by-case basis. 
5 

ON SUPPLIERS 
CHIQUITA shall require its suppliers, contract growers and joint venture partners to provide reasonable 

evidence that they comply with national legislation and the Minimum Labour Standards described in Part I 

of this Agreement. The parties agree that the effective implementation of this provision depends on various 

conditions, for example, the relative degree of influence CHIQUITA has over its suppliers and the 

availability of appropriate alternative supplies that are commercially viable. Consequently, the 

implementation of this part of the Agreement will be jointly assessed by the Review Committee, taking 

these factors into account. 
6 

PART III: MONITORING OF THE AGREEMENT 

CHIQUITA and the IUF/COLSIBA shall each appoint up to a maximum of four members to form a Review 

Committee, which shall meet periodically to assess the implementation of this Agreement and discuss 

other matters of mutual interest. In the event of a major dispute, CHIQUITA and the IUF/COLSIBA may 

also include in the meeting a representative of the local union and a representative of local management. 

CHIQUITA and the IUF/COLSIBA recognise that this Agreement is not a substitute for effective local 

bargaining processes and that they must do everything in their power to facilitate these. The parties agree 
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that local stakeholders must exhaust all avenues to resolve local issues, and that the work of the Review 

Committee, as well as any other action required in the period between Committee meetings, shall relate 

solely to alleged serious and/or systematic violations of the rights set out in this Agreement. 

The parties shall agree in advance on the agenda for such meetings. Both parties shall provide all 

information necessary to achieve the purpose of the meetings. 

The Review Committee shall meet twice a year. An extraordinary meeting may be convened at the request 

of any of the parties should a situation arise that warrants urgent discussion by the Review Committee. 

CHIQUITA, UITA and COLSIBA shall each designate a person responsible for facilitating communication 

and the timely resolution of any urgent matters arising in the period between meetings of the Review 

Committee. 
7 

COMMITMENT TO ACT FAIRLY AND 
THE INTEREST OF CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT 
This Agreement shall remain in force until terminated by either party by giving prior written notice of at 

least three months’ notice.  

During the term of the Agreement, CHIQUITA and the ITUC/COLSIBA agree as follows: 

• To negotiate in good faith, always bearing in mind the best interests of all parties; 

• To communicate openly, sincerely and frankly; 

• Not to take any action, such as international public campaigns or anti-union reprisals, that could 

undermine the process set out in this Agreement, until one of the parties declares that a solution 

has not been reached. The Review Committee shall determine, on a case-by-case basis, a 

timeframe for discussion to reach a solution satisfactory to both parties. Failure to reach a solution 

shall not be declared 

• failure to find a solution until the agreed timeframe has expired; 

• To work towards a common understanding between company management, trade union leaders 

and workers regarding effective industrial relations, recognising that this has a direct impact on: 

_ the quality of the company’s products, 

_ productivity, efficiency and flexibility of workplace practices, 

_ the quality of working life for workers, 

_ the social and environmental well-being of the communities where the company’s 

company’s workers, and 

_ the commercial success and sustainability of the company’s operations. 

Agreed by the parties in the city of San José, Costa Rica, on the eleventh day of May in the year 

two thousand and one. Signed in the city of Geneva, Switzerland, on the fourteenth day of June 

in the year two thousand and one  

 

For the parties: 

International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ 

Associations (IUF) 

Ron Oswald 
General Secretary 

 

Latin American Coordination of Banana Workers’ Unions (COLSIBA)  
Germán Zepeda 
Regional Coordinator 
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Chiquita Brands International, Inc. 

Robert F. Kistinger 
President and Chief Operating Officer, Chiquita Fresh Worldwide 

 

Witness: 

Juan Somavía 
Director-General International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
8 
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Annex II. Third COLSIBA Conference – Rights of female banana workers.  
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Error! Reference source not found. Resolutions of the Ninth (IX) COLSIBA 
Conference, Changuinola, Panama, August 2007 

 The Latin American Banana Trade Unions, active participants in the Latin American Coordination of Banana 

Trade Unions – COLSIBA, gathered for the ninth time in their fourteen years of existence in the city of 

Changuinola – Bocas del Toro, Panama, to continue discussing the challenges facing workers in the Latin 

American banana sector. 

Once again, we have revisited issues that have been troubling us for years; however, we can confirm that 

our coordinating body reaffirms itself year after year as a representative body for the banana trade union 

movement on our continent and a valid interlocutor for dialogue with transnational trading companies, the 
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governments of producer countries, and the governments and authorities of consumer countries; and, most 

recently, we are engaging with the large supermarket chains that are acquiring ever greater power and 

influence within the banana production and supply chain. 

Once again, we observe and analyse what we call ‘the race to the bottom’ as a figurative way of describing 

the direction in which the banana trade is heading, which is having an increasingly direct impact on workers.  

 

The coordinators’ reports were heard, analysed and approved, demonstrating that the Coordinating 

Committee has provided representation and leadership appropriate to the circumstances facing our 

organisations. 

 

We were informed of the discussions and negotiations with the companies Dole, Chiquita and Del Monte, 

regarding which concern was expressed over the lack of progress in the various countries and member 

unions, and it was therefore agreed to continue with the processes of informing and lobbying consumers 

and other stakeholders in order to encourage these companies to engage in negotiations that yield more 

concrete and tangible results in favour of the workers and their legitimate trade union organisations on the 

plantations. 

  

Among the concerns is the unresolved issue regarding the nematicide DBCP-Nemagon, applied in previous 

decades on banana plantations in Latin America and other parts of the world by producer and applicator 

companies. It was also agreed to strengthen advocacy and proposal processes, primarily targeting 

supermarket chains in Europe and the United States.  

 
The resolution of the members of the Environment Committee was adopted: 

 

• That the issue of occupational health and the environment be elevated to a priority level, taking into 

account the situation reported by the COLSIBA Environment Committee. 

• To work in all the countries concerned to investigate, monitor and report on what is happening in each 

country regarding damage to human, animal and plant health, as well as to surface water and 

groundwater. 

 
Certification bodies: 

The 9th Conference analysed the situation of the certification bodies operating on Latin American banana 

plantations, concluding as follows: 

 

• Certification bodies and the certifications themselves fall far short of the expectation that they should 

verify and confirm that labour rights and workers’ freedom of association are respected by the banana 

plantations of origin. 

• This constitutes a criminal offence due to the provision of false information to consumers when they 

purchase a banana, believing it to have been grown in accordance with standards respecting the 

environment, social development and labour rights.  

• The situation is even more serious when such an offence is committed under the banner of ‘Fair Trade’, 

where the consumer is – in good faith – willing to pay a higher price for a banana, under the impression 

that in doing so they are helping small-scale producers and workers on the plantations. 
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• The way in which certification schemes are applied means that they are, in practice, appropriated by 

companies; we now find that companies pay more attention to certifications than to workers and their 

organisations. 

 

For this reason, this 9th COLSIBA Conference adopts the following position regarding certifications: 

• To communicate and inform consumers, supermarkets, governments, social organisations and trade 

unions in consumer countries about the lack of veracity in certifications. 

• To demand explanations from certification bodies regarding cases known to COLSIBA and its member 

organisations, where farms receive certification despite violations of social and labour rights or poor 

environmental practices. 

 

Other resolutions of this Conference:  

 

1. To support the complaint lodged by the SITRABI trade union in Guatemala regarding the entry of a 

group of Guatemalan army forces into its offices in Morales de Izabal, in a despicable violation of human 

and trade union rights. 

2. To support the complaint lodged by SITAG – Peru with the country’s Ministry of Labour, calling for justice, 

fairness and the rule of law to be upheld in response to the violations committed by Dole’s subcontractor, 

Seragro Sac. The Peruvian Minister of Labour will be informed that Latin American banana trade unions 

will be monitoring the prompt response to SITAG’s complaint; otherwise, an international complaint 

process will be initiated. 

3. To accept the request from the Sitrabpi trade union, Changuinola, Panama, which asks COLSIBA 

organisations for support in their ongoing struggle against Chiquita, to prevent the negotiation of the 

comprehensive fund. Furthermore, it requests support in collective bargaining.  

4. Regarding Costa Rica, COSIBA-CR:  

• Keep information on Chiquita active in the case of Costa Rica, in order to continue seeking 

compliance with agreements, given the company’s low profile. 

• To condemn, in Costa Rica, the use and manipulation by the majority of banana companies of the 

solidarity movement, the standing committees and their direct arrangements, as these continue to 

be repeatedly used on the plantations to deny freedom of association and collective bargaining, in 

accordance with national laws and the conventions of the International Labour Organisation, 

particularly Conventions 87, 98 and 135, amongst others.  

 

5. The following complaint is noted: From the COOBANA Cooperative in Changuinola, Panama, which is 

requesting support from COLSIBA, as it is under constant pressure from Chiquita regarding fruit quality, 

with Chiquita demanding excessively high standards for the Cooperative’s fruit, leading to a loss of 

around 35 per cent of its fruit, which greatly affects its income. 

It is also noted that, due to the company’s requirements for obtaining Rainforest Alliance, Eurep-GAP 

and SA 8000 certifications, the cooperative has not achieved any increase in the price of its fruit. 

 

6. To alert and denounce the malpractice and illegality that is becoming widespread through the use of 

fixed-term contracts (for 6 months), particularly in Costa Rica, as this constitutes a manipulation aimed 

partly at evading the payment of social benefits to workers, but also specifically at hindering trade union 

organisation on banana plantations in Latin America. 
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7. The 9th Conference declares its full and united support for our colleagues at SITRAIBANA, Panama, 

who are being pressured by Chiquita to negotiate the acceptance of the ‘integral box’ system, as well 

as the manual or ‘lung-powered’ fruit picking method, as it is known, a practice known to be harmful to 

workers’ health. 

Chiquita must respect the collective agreements and the current negotiations based on the agreed 

terms (in percentages) and not on productivity; furthermore, it is hoped that these negotiations will be 

expedited. 

8. It is agreed by consensus to transform COLSIBA into the Latin American Coordination of Banana and 

Agro-industrial Trade Unions. 

9. The application for membership of COLSIBA by the Independent Banana Workers’ Union (SITRABPI) 

of the Republic of Panama is accepted. 

10. The following are unanimously elected to coordinate COLSIBA until the next conference. 

 

Acknowledgements: 

This 9th COLSIBA Conference would like to thank its member organisation, SITRAIBANA, Panama, for all 

its efforts in ensuring the successful organisation of this event. We would also like to thank our comrades 

from Banana Link (Great Britain) and BANAFAIR (Germany), who attended in solidarity to support us in the 

activities of this conference.  

 

Changuinola, Bocas del Toro, Panama, 3–4 August 2007. 

 

COLSIBA Coordination. 

 

Gilbert Bermúdez Umaña.    Doris García Alemán. . Selfa Sandoval Carranza  Carlos Arguedas Mora. 

Coordinator                   Deputy Coordinator            Women’s Coordination  Environment Coordination 
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Annex IV. XV COLSIBA Conference, 6–8 November 2019, La 
Ceiba, Honduras. 
A meeting of women trade unionists and workers in the banana and agro-industry sectors, members of the 

Latin American Coordination of Banana and Agro-Industry Trade Unions (COLSIBA), with representation 

from delegates of the member organisations, SITRABI and COSISBA (Guatemala), FESTAGRO (Honduras); 

ATC and FEDETCH (Nicaragua), SITRAP and COSIBA (Costa Rica), SINTRAINAGRO (Colombia), 

FENTRAIR (Peru), SITRAIBANA (Panama), and SINUTRABE (Ecuador), held in the city of La Ceiba, 

Honduras, on 6 November 2019, to analyse the issues facing women in the workplace, trade unions, society 

and politics. Having analysed four strategic lines of work for women: 

 

1. Convention 190: analysis and courses of action to secure its ratification. 

2. The platform of demands of women in the banana and agro-industrial sectors, its scope, and how we, 

as men and women, can strengthen this work. 

3. Women’s leadership and participation, growth within trade union structures, women’s committees, 

negotiating committees, political engagement, and the resources available to women within their 

organisations to facilitate their work. 

4. Women’s health, the experience of our colleagues in Honduras. 

 

We reached the following agreements:  

1. That the trade union organisations of COLSIBA commit to working together, men and women, to study 

the convention in greater depth and then to promote awareness through educational activities, within 

trade unions and in workplaces, ILO Convention 190 and Recommendation 206 on harassment in the 

workplace, seeking alliances with other feminist organisations and others that will support us in the 

quest for ratification in our countries. 

 

2. That women and men work together to strengthen collective bargaining processes by appointing women 

to bargaining committees and making use of the platform for the demands of women working in the 

banana and agribusiness sectors. Prioritising the recruitment of women and their job security. Resuming 

the Chiquita–IUF–COLSIBA dialogue, with greater involvement of the Sitraibana representative in this 

process. 

 

3. Re-examine the issue of internal trade union democracy with regard to the representation and access 

of women to leadership positions at different levels of the trade union organisation. Assess the need to 

develop policies and strategies to remove barriers at national and regional levels. Ensure that women’s 

representation in trade union organisations and at regional level is achieved through processes aimed 

at developing leadership cadres, thereby providing succession options. Allocate resources to those 

responsible for women’s issues within trade union organisations so that they can carry out their work 

more effectively. 

 

4. That each organisation carry out a rapid assessment of occupational diseases and ailments by work 

area to identify the most common conditions. Share the findings to enable a comparative analysis by 

work area across the region of the most common conditions, in order to develop a strategy and work 

plan in the area of occupational health. Using the cases documented by country, the colleagues 

participating in the 4th Conference of the World Banana Forum (FMB/FAO) should place the issue of 
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women’s health on the forum’s agenda, highlighting the need to involve occupational health experts in 

the review processes of workplaces as defined by the BOHESI manual. That the person responsible for 

MAL at COLSIBA follow up on this work that women are carrying out in the region, through a monitoring 

plan. 

 

5. Communication was identified as one of the main weaknesses faced by women, and the report on the 

coordination of women’s work also reflects this; it is necessary for the executive committees to support 

their female colleagues so that they can carry out their work in accordance with the desired terms and 

objectives. 

 

With the aim of implementing the work in line with the defined strategic priorities and supporting the 

processes, the organisations commit to submitting reports on the progress and scope of the actions carried 

out. Report submission dates are the first week of April, the first week of August, and a final report to be 

submitted ahead of the annual meeting (November/December). 

 

Neither victims nor passive, we are combative women 

Women trade unionists affiliated to COLSIBA 
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Annex V. SITRAP – Oro Verde S.A. Agreement COSTA RICA. 

 
Whereas: 

 

1. That there is an agreement between SITRAP and a group of producers, including Oro Verde, aimed at 

establishing an ethical and fair market that benefits all parties involved.  

2. That this agreement provides for respect for freedom of association and the right to collective 

bargaining. 

3. That both parties agree that banana production must be carried out using agricultural practices that best 

promote the environment and the health of workers, in a sustainable manner.  

4. That workers’ labour rights must be upheld and they must also receive an additional direct incentive as 

a result of ethical trade.  

5. That the sale of a 20-pallet lorryload of bananas over four consecutive weeks is now underway.  

 

They agree: 

 

1. Freedom of association: Oro Verde will maintain a policy of respect for trade union freedoms, as 

enshrined in the Constitution, the International Labour Organisation’s Conventions and the Labour 

Code. 

2. Child labour: Oro Verde will maintain a policy of not employing minors (under 18 years of age) in work 

related to banana farming and packaging. 

3. Minimum wages: Oro Verde guarantees that no worker shall earn less than the statutory minimum wage 

set by the National Wage Council for the banana sector. 

4. Employment for women: Oro Verde will promote a policy of employment opportunities for women, 

particularly in packing operations, and will maintain a policy of non-discrimination and equal pay 

between men and women, in accordance with the principle of ‘equal pay for equal work’. Thus complying 

with the provisions of the “Law against Sexual Harassment in Employment and Teaching” as well as 

Articles 94, 94 bis, 95, 96, 97, 98, 99 and 100 of the Labour Code regarding the protection of pregnant 

women, the breastfeeding period and their social rights.  

5. Social rights: Oro Verde will ensure that all its workers are covered by the social rights provided for in 

our Labour Legislation, and in particular the right to social insurance—covering sickness and maternity, 

as well as disability, old age and death—administered by the Costa Rican Social Security Fund, and 

coverage against occupational risks administered by the National Insurance Institute. 

6. Occupational health and the environment: Oro Verde will seek to reduce, mitigate and eliminate the use 

of environmentally polluting products in a sustainable manner. However, in cases where the use of 

agrochemicals is necessary, it will provide its workers with the necessary protective equipment to reduce 

and/or minimise occupational accidents or illnesses whilst carrying out their duties.  

7. Employment stability: Oro Verde will continue its policy of employment stability for its workers; 

consequently, it will not use contractors for work specific to banana farming and packaging. Every worker 

will have their respective employment contract. 

8. Collective bargaining: Oro Verde is fully prepared to negotiate a Collective Labour Agreement with the 

SITRAP trade union as soon as the relevant proposal is submitted, subject to no requirements other 

than those set out in the Labour Code. 
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9. Trade union activity: SITRAP will maintain a trade union policy of respect towards Oro Verde’s 

management representatives and will focus its work primarily on fostering good labour relations; the 

study, improvement and protection of workers’ economic and social interests; and ongoing training 

regarding workers’ rights and duties. 

10. SITRAP undertakes to carry out the necessary activities to promote responsible work among the 

company’s workers, so as to improve quality, efficiency and productivity on the estate, within a 

framework of social stability. SITRAP also undertakes to continue its efforts to open up and consolidate 

markets for international fair trade in order to place a greater number of boxes from Oro Verde; this is 

with the aim of placing at least 8,000 boxes, which is considered the company’s operational break-even 

point.  

11. Financial contributions: From the proceeds of fruit sales made under the international fair trade scheme, 

Oro Verde undertakes to pay SITRAP $0.15 (fifteen cents) per box actually paid for, which will be used 

by the union to cover its running costs. 

12. Social fund: Similarly, from the proceeds of fruit sales made under the fair trade scheme, Oro Verde will 

allocate US$0.25 (twenty-five cents) per box actually paid for the creation of a social fund to benefit its 

workers. The administration of this fund shall be carried out jointly by the SITRAP Board of Directors 

and the Oro Verde Management. No administrator shall receive any remuneration for the administration 

and management of this fund, so that 100% of the fund is allocated for the benefit of the workers at 

Finca Oro Verde.  

13. Resolution of labour disputes: SITRAP and Oro Verde agree to implement the following procedure for 

the resolution of labour disputes arising from labour relations between workers and administrative staff: 

1- Any complaint or claim shall be resolved directly between the worker and their immediate supervisor; 

2- If no solution is found, and the worker so requests, a solution shall be sought between the Union 

Grassroots Committee and the Farm Management; 3- If no solution is found, the SITRAP Executive 

Committee and the Farm Management shall endeavour to find one; 4- If no resolution is reached, a 

solution shall be sought between the SITRAP Executive Committee and the Oro Verde Management; 

and if no resolution to the dispute can be found, the matter shall be referred to the relevant Labour 

Courts; 5- Regardless of the pre-established levels, the Oro Verde Management and the Union 

Grassroots Committee shall ordinarily meet each month to resolve differences, prevent labour disputes, 

and implement labour practices by mutual agreement. 

14. This agreement is intended to be transitional; SITRAP and ORO VERDE shall resolve it through the 

normal negotiation mechanisms agreed upon by the parties, taking into account current national 

legislation and the standards underpinning ethical trade and the principles of social justice, equity, 

reason and good faith. 

 

In witness whereof, we have signed this agreement in the city of San José at 6.00 pm on 3 April 2002. 
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Annex VI. Evaluation workshop for the “Sindicato a Sindicato” 
project. Guayaquil, Ecuador, 14 January 2004. 

 
The workshop was attended by fellow organisers from the province of El Oro: Carmen Banegas, Jorge 

Yanes, Fidel Alvarado, Comrade Guillermo Touma, president of FENACLE, and José Carrera, Gilbert 

Bermúdez, the project coordinator for Latin America, and Mr Patricio Contreras, an economist from ACILS-

Ecuador, who, as a gesture of solidarity, is also leading the workshop. 

 

The workshop takes a practical approach, focusing primarily on identifying the achievements and obstacles 

encountered in the project over the course of the activities carried out. Following an extensive round of 

comments and contributions from the participants, the following achievements were identified: 

 

• The provincial association was established with 250 members 

• The Pasajes cantonal association was established, with 120 active members. 

• The Puerto Bolívar (Machala) dockworkers’ association was established, with 110 active 

members and 1,200 workers.  

 

Other positive aspects identified were: 

 

• The provincial association’s executive committee is operational, and the annual general meeting was 

held on 28 December 2003; overall, it is considered that 70% of the objectives were achieved. 

• New potential targets for organising in the near future: 

• Farms and estates with potential for organisation: 

• In the canton of El Guabo: “Hacienda Ausursa”, 300 workers.  

• “El Riachuelo, 150”; “Los Vergeles, 40”; “Nueva Esperanza, 50”; “La Patera, 30”. 

• In this canton, there are contacts with groups of small-scale producers, 276 of whom already sell 

bananas through Fair Trade, and 120 who wish to explore other market opportunities with the potential 

support of the federation’s allies.  

  

What factors contributed to the support and achievement of the project’s objectives? 

 

• Training  

• Trust and international support 

• Teamwork 

• Cooperation and coordination with projects coordinated by the federation 

• Professional support for the campaigns undertaken. 

 

What were the main obstacles in implementing the project? 

 

• Corruption amongst labour authorities, the Ministry of Labour and labour courts 

• People’s apathy due to ignorance of their rights 

• Lack of interest among workers in joining the union 

• Fear of persecution by employers 
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• The migration of Peruvian workers to Ecuador 

• Lack of greater coordination between the various stakeholders in the struggle 

• Lack of greater continuity in courses and talks. 

 

Suggestions and proposals were identified to improve future work: 

 

• Improve coordination at all levels: promoters, associations. 

• Better equipment for the office in Machala 

• More training for staff, through workshops and talks. 

• Conduct project evaluations on a more regular basis  

• Organise more targeted training for workers in the provinces and cantons. 

• Renew the ‘Union to Union’ project 

• Leverage relationships with certain officials from the Ministry of Labour so that they can speak to workers 

about labour rights, both in the trade union and professional spheres. 

• It is proposed to hold forums on important topics such as EUROGAP, trade agreements, the Andean 

Pact and other agreements that may be of interest to workers. 

• It is proposed to run a campaign for a one-dollar ($1) contribution from all current members, as well as 

a campaign to recruit more workers into trade unions and associations. 

• It is proposed to identify and recruit new individuals with leadership potential to improve trade union 

work in the various cantons.  

 

As part of the evaluation, objectives and potential targets for the coming months and years were identified: 

• To carry out more targeted work on the estates of the Prieto group, which is considered necessary to 

strengthen trade union work on these estates that sell their produce through fair trade. 

• La Patera estate, 10 members, 50 workers, independent producer, Castro Benites. 

• Los Vergeles, 5 contacts, 40 workers, Caña Quemada sector, owner Euclides Palacios. 

• El Riachuelo, sells to Del Monte, 2 contacts, 150 workers. 

• Ausursa Estate, in El Guabo, 2 contacts, 300 workers. 

• Selfa Company, 2 contacts, unknown number of workers. 

• Hacienda Rio Bonito in El Guabo, 2 contacts, 40 workers. 

• Regarding work with the dockworkers of Puerto Bolívar (Machala), the following specific work is 

proposed: total number of workers 1,200, organised 110. 

• Carry out the following priority activities: 

• A motivational workshop with members. 

• A strategic plan for development and action in the ports of Machala and Guayaquil, to be coordinated 

with Comrade Washington Orellana. 

• Carry out immediate tasks to move forward. 

• Prospects for the growth of new cadres and contacts, classified as follows: leader, promoter, and as 

support for specific actions. 
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Annex VII. Statement by the organisers of the Second International 
Banana Conference 

 
The coalition that organised the conference comprises EUROBAN (European Banana Action Network), a 

pan-European alliance of trade unions, environmental and development NGOs, and fair trade organisations; 

COLSIBA (Latin American Coordination of Banana Trade Unions); WINFA (Caribbean Farmers’ Association, 

based in the Windward Islands); the IUF (International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, 

Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ Associations); and the US Labour Education Project in the Americas 

(USLEAP). 

 

We declare that: 

 

1. Structural overproduction in the international market, combined with the accelerated demand for cheap 

bananas by large retailers and the resulting pressure on production and producers, is creating a situation of 

permanent crisis for workers, producers and, increasingly, for marketing companies. 

 

2. The downward spiral in purchase prices has had a knock-on effect on the men and women working on 

the plantations. It has been directly responsible for displacing migrant and/or contract workers from 

permanent local jobs and has led to an increase in poverty in most banana-exporting communities. It has 

also resulted in a lowering of standards, with serious consequences for societies in terms of health and 

environmental damage; 

 

3. The relocation of banana companies from ‘higher-cost’ countries and the expansion of banana production 

in ‘low-cost’, non-unionised areas of Africa and Latin America are putting further pressure on wages and 

working conditions worldwide; 

 

4. Whilst it is recognised that the current EU banana import regime has been declared incompatible with a 

strict interpretation of WTO rules, it has failed to halt the deterioration in conditions faced by workers and 

farmers, has created market access problems for some groups of independent producers, and has allowed 

importers to earn a quota rent. Nevertheless, the current regime has led to higher and more stable prices 

and has prevented the total collapse of the industry. It would therefore be advisable for the EU to carry out 

a formal assessment of the positive and negative effects of the current regime, as well as the future impacts 

of the proposed regime based solely on tariffs. It is feared that a tariff-only regime will generate further 

instability in the industry, drive thousands of small producers into bankruptcy, lead to the displacement of 

tens of thousands of workers and result in increased poverty in many of the producing countries and regions. 

It is regretted that the affected sectors of civil society have not yet been included in the debate; 

 

5. That, given that wages do not keep pace with the cost of living, there is a growing risk of child labour on 

plantations; 

 

6. That, for many years, women have played an important role in the industry and made a crucial contribution 

to banana-growing communities, particularly as they are often heads of households; yet their specific 

problems are frequently overlooked by the industry, their voices are not heard, and their rights as women 

are not respected. Over the last decade, there has been a rapid decline in the recruitment of female labour 
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on plantations in various countries and companies, which is clearly discriminatory, given the capabilities 

repeatedly demonstrated by women in all aspects of production; 

 

7. In recent decades, thousands of small-scale producers, both men and women, have entered the industry 

in different regions of the world to meet growing demand in consumer countries, but fierce competition and 

unfair pricing practices have led several thousand to abandon production. Small-scale farmers face greater 

uncertainty than ever about their future and the threat of worsening living conditions for their families. Many 

more could be forced to leave the industry and fall into a trap of poverty, drugs and social instability; 

 

8. The rights to organise freely in independent trade unions and to bargain collectively with employers have 

not yet been effectively established in most producing countries. 

 

9. The conventions of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), although legally binding when ratified by 

governments, are poorly enforced and have therefore proved ineffective in safeguarding freedom of 

association and protecting the right of trade unions to operate. 

10. Deregulated labour policies and subcontracting have led to a deterioration in employment, wages and 

social, health and environmental conditions; 

 

11. Voluntary social and environmental responsibility initiatives, including codes of conduct and other 

company-led initiatives, have failed to demonstrate credibility or generate the trust necessary to resolve the 

social, labour and environmental problems surrounding banana production. For trade unions, these 

initiatives were never intended to replace national, regional and international legislation on the protection of 

labour rights on plantations. 

 

12. Producers do not receive a fair price for their produce that allows them to cover production costs, 

including fair wages, social benefits and decent working conditions, plus a reasonable profit margin. Workers 

in the supply chain do not receive a living wage commensurate with the cost of living in the country where 

they live; the wages paid to plantation workers and the prices paid to smallholders are insufficient to maintain 

a decent standard of living; 

 

13. Environmental and occupational health issues are far from being resolved, despite some improvements; 

many areas continue to suffer the effects of production that respects neither the environment nor people; 

dependence on monocultures and genetic vulnerability, combined with constant pressure to increase 

productivity, necessitate production systems – including the use of highly toxic products – that continue to 

harm human health and cause permanent damage to watercourses, the marine and coastal environment, 

fisheries, soils and biodiversity. 

 

We regret: 

 

14. The pressure that supermarkets have exerted on banana prices in their efforts to compete in domestic 

markets in the North is directly resulting in cuts to wages and benefits for the men and women working on 

the plantations and in the abandonment of these plantations; similarly, thousands of small-scale producers 

in various countries have been driven into bankruptcy; 
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15. The strategy of banana companies to abandon countries with ‘higher costs’ and better conditions and 

trade union agreements, and their subsequent relocation to non-unionised areas of West Africa, South and 

Central America, is leading to a decline in wages and working conditions; 

 

16. The fact that some companies continue to devote their energies to anti-union activities and to the general 

dismantling of organisations capable of ensuring sustainable improvements in working conditions and in 

workers’ lives; 

17. The increase in subcontracting and labour migration, which are a consequence of the aforementioned 

policies and which lead to a deterioration in working, health and living conditions; 

 

18. The insufficient attention paid to the specific problems of the Caribbean islands and the fact that banana 

exports and revenues are declining rapidly throughout the Caribbean (except in the Dominican Republic); 

the lack of an adequate solution to enable them to maintain some trade and avoid the trap of poverty, drugs 

and social instability. 

 

We welcome: 

 

19. The bilateral framework agreements signed in recent years between certain producer companies and 

trade unions; these agreements have yielded positive results, create a space for fruitful dialogue based on 

mutual respect, and are undoubtedly beneficial to both workers and companies. 

 

20. The efforts made by some companies to investigate ways of reducing the risks associated with the use 

of agrochemicals to human health and the environment and, in general, to produce bananas that are more 

respectful of the environment and people; 

 

21. The cooperation between workers defending their rights to a safe and healthy working environment and 

a number of scientific institutions and individuals conducting important research; this collaborative research 

has already yielded positive results, as in the case of the company , which ceased using the insecticide 

chlorpyrifos on its plantations in Honduras and Guatemala. The end of the use of high-risk products is a 

significant step forward; 

 

22. The support of some governments in consumer countries to raise consumer awareness and facilitate 

closer contact between actors in the banana production and marketing chain; this helps to open up spaces 

for dialogue, create markets for bananas produced under fairer conditions, and promote greater participation 

in the industry by trade unions, small-scale farmers and civil society in general; 

 

23. The fact that an increasing number of consumers take factors other than price into account: they do not 

want the fruit they buy to be associated with child labour, the exploitation of adult workers, increased poverty 

in producing communities and the irreversible degradation of certain countries; this sector of ethical 

consumers is rapidly becoming the majority. 

 

24. The efforts of fair trade organisations and companies which, for several years now, have been making a 

considerable contribution to improving conditions through significant product differentiation, taking into 

account the social and environmental factors involved in the production and marketing of fruit; this represents 

a significant step forward in the way trade is conducted and understood; the future success of these initiatives 
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is linked to ongoing and genuine dialogue between all stakeholders and the presence of an independent 

trade union to ensure effective monitoring on large-scale plantations; 

 

25. The interest shown by some retailers in supporting collaborative studies and research projects 

addressing social and environmental issues in producer countries and regions; what has been achieved to 

date is not sufficient but sets an example to follow. 

 

We therefore propose: 

 

26. That the EU and its main trading partners in the banana sector negotiate a postponement of the planned 

policy reform [thus avoiding an arbitration procedure that is unlikely to satisfy any of the parties]; in the 

meantime, that. 

 

27. The European Commission should carry out a comprehensive assessment, involving non-state actors, 

of the economic, social and environmental impacts of the various pricing and supply management scenarios 

for EU banana imports, incorporating the analysis contained in its evaluation of Regulation 404/93 and its 

reforms [to be published in the coming weeks]; 

 

28. That the nine governments [the MFN suppliers] which have requested arbitration, together with the ACP 

suppliers, engage in a process of discussion [both amongst themselves and with the EU] with a view to 

reaching a consensus on the reform of the EU banana regime. 

 

29. The civil society actors represented at this conference offer their knowledge of conditions ‘on the ground’ 

to contribute to both processes. 

 

30. That national governments in the North and South, the World Trade Organisation and UNCTAD consider 

the possibility of further developing the proposal for differentiated tariffs put forward by the organisers; this 

proposal represents an effort to take into account the human and environmental dimensions of production 

and trade, rather than viewing trade as a mere exchange of goods. 

 

31. That the governments of consumer countries which have maintained regulated markets (e.g. the EU, 

Japan, China) study the feasibility of ‘recycling’ banana tariff revenues into an international investment fund 

for sustainable production. 

 

32. That the governments of producer and consumer countries support public programmes to enforce 

international labour standards; such programmes must develop structures at national and local levels to 

carry out regular monitoring of compliance with conventions and ensure that grievance procedures are 

accessible to all workers and are processed efficiently; these must be supported by grassroots organisations, 

thereby ensuring a better understanding of how to apply, manage and enforce international standards and 

local legislation. For this to happen, the business sector must convey to governments that such programmes 

are welcome and do not lead to relocation. There is an urgent need to ensure the ratification and 

implementation of all relevant ILO conventions and that all banana suppliers and subcontractors in the 

international market are required to comply with them. Existing banana workers’ unions must be involved in 

these efforts, and multinational buyers must guarantee their access to plantations. Trade unions must 

exercise their right to carry out independent assessments of compliance with these conventions, as well as 
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to inform workers of their rights. Given the rise in outsourcing and subcontracting, and the problems this 

causes with regard to workers’ basic rights, health, safety and environmental protection, trade unions should 

organise all workers, regardless of their status. 

 

33. That all parties promote bilateral and multilateral dialogue among the various stakeholders, leading to 

joint agreements between banana companies, trade unions, farmers’ organisations, supermarkets, 

development cooperation agencies, non-governmental organisations and fair trade bodies and enterprises; 

These dialogues and any resulting agreements must reflect the common interests of workers, farmers and 

consumers; Mechanisms must be established as a matter of urgency to ensure that the right of each and 

every worker in the production chain to enjoy freedom of association and to participate in the search for 

social, environmental and commercial solutions to the problems facing the industry is respected and actively 

promoted. All agreements and contracts in the sector must therefore contain clauses relating to respect for 

workers’ rights and trade unions’ right of access to plantations. 

 

34. That governments and research institutes design and implement research and development 

programmes to identify effective measures for the prevention of occupational and environmental risks in 

banana production; and that they implement education and empowerment programmes for workers on 

health, safety and the environment. 

 

35. That governments and international institutions promote programmes that benefit small-scale producers 

by providing stable markets for their products, offering training aimed at increasing their productivity, reducing 

costs and engaging in environmentally friendly production. These programmes should help individual small-

scale producers to maintain or increase their market access, including through fair trade, thereby ensuring 

their social and family sustainability. 

 

36. That supermarkets engage in dialogue to seek mechanisms that guarantee fair prices reflecting the real 

social and environmental costs of production, so as to ensure the participation of workers, small producers 

and consumers in determining such prices. 

 

37. That the ethical conduct of companies should not be determined solely by voluntary compliance or 

unilateral policy statements but should be negotiated bilaterally or multilaterally with the participation of 

recognised trade unions at all levels. Commercial enterprises and retailers should include clauses in their 

contracts that legally allow them to terminate contracts where a breach is proven. 

 

38. That supermarkets increase examples of good practice in relations with suppliers by collaborating with 

trade unions and other civil society organisations in action research to achieve full compliance with the 

strictest international and national social and environmental standards in banana production and trade; The 

IUF and COLSIBA are willing to provide details of the trade unions that can be contacted in each banana-

producing country/region. 

 

39. That a ‘multi-stakeholder’ forum be established, involving civil society actors currently excluded from the 

debate, with the aim of finding ways to address the sector’s social, economic and environmental problems, 

which affect not only hundreds of thousands of people directly in the producing regions, but also consumers. 

This forum would need to define its own operating procedures, but, amongst other tasks, it should: 
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• organise an annual conference 

• examine mechanisms to put an end to structural overproduction 

• set fair prices in each region for the buying and selling of fruit 

• discuss the issue of wages, social benefits such as healthcare, education, housing and future 

pensions for workers and farmers 

• promote environmental improvement programmes 

• encourage scientific research into new products, the marketing of different banana varieties and 

best farming practices. 

 

40. That a Steering Committee be established, comprising representatives of all stakeholders, to oversee 

the organisation of the conferences and to formulate proposals for defining a protocol leading to the launch 

of the permanent multi-stakeholder forum; the members of this Steering Committee would work together to 

ensure the open and active participation of each stakeholder group during the process of agreeing a protocol 

(paying particular attention to the participation of trade unions and smallholder farmers’ organisations); 

 

41. That this process be based on stakeholder participation, and not merely on consultation, and be inclusive 

of all. The cost of the operation should be shared, for example, 50% by the business sector (banana 

companies, retailers or certification bodies); 30% by the government sector (governments and producer 

associations); and 20% by the civil society sector (trade unions, farmers’ organisations and other civil society 

organisations). 

 

Brussels, Belgium, 28–30 April 2005. 

Gilbert Bermúdez, on behalf of the Latin American Coordination of Banana Workers’ Unions, COLSIBA 

Renwick Rose, of the West Indian Farmers’ Association (WINFA) 

Sue Longley, of the International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied 

Workers’ Associations (IUF) 

Anne-Claire Chambron on behalf of the European Banana Action Network (EUROBAN), Stephen Coats, 

US-LEAP. 
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Annex VIII. International Banana Bulletin No. 33. (Banana Link, 
2005) 
In the light of the first Conference in 1998 
 

At the first International Banana Conference (1998), there was broad recognition among the governments, 

companies, scientists and civil society organisations involved in the sector that the social and environmental 

conditions prevailing in the industry at that time were unacceptable. Given the tense context of the time, 

there was no agreement on how to move towards an EU trade regime capable of promoting sustainability. 

Nevertheless, the First International Banana Conference hosted the first-ever debate involving all parties 

since the banana ‘trade wars’ of the early 1990s. Furthermore, the organisers succeeded in producing the 

First International Banana Charter, which has since provided the framework for civil society action, even 

though – and perhaps unsurprisingly – key industry players did not feel able to sign up to a document drafted 

by their critics.  

 

So what happened during those seven years in between? Overall, banana-producing and marketing 

companies accepted the CIB I’s assessment of the conditions prevailing in the industry and made efforts to 

improve both social and environmental standards, either through their own initiatives by adopting a series of 

voluntary standards (social and environmental) or as a result of implementing ‘quality’ standards (primarily 

environmental) imposed by their main customers, notably including the ISO 14001 standard and the 

EUREPGAP standards (the latter controlled by European retailers). In general, it appears that the issues 

were taken seriously by the numerous plantation owners – both multinational and national – although some 

companies committed themselves more deeply than others. However, despite the proliferation of voluntary 

standard-setting initiatives in the sector, achievements on the ground have been rather limited. It appeared 

that the general conditions – particularly the socio-economic conditions – of the industry had in fact 

worsened, rather than improved, in the period between the two conferences.  

 

In the run-up to and during CIB II, a new dimension was the recognition of the importance of large retail 

companies, which increasingly distribute bananas supplied by production and marketing companies. 

Retailers have been able to take advantage of the oversupply in the market to pressure suppliers for ever 

lower prices. In turn, this stimulated changes to the structure of the supply chain, involving relocation to ‘low-

cost’ countries with lower standards and/or the imposition of new working practices on workers, who often 

ended up working for lower wages. 

 

At CIB II, participants widely recognised the need for a permanent stakeholder forum to halt the continuing 

decline in standards, to try to reverse the industry’s general negative trends (the ‘race to the bottom’) and, 

notably, to find ways to limit the growing power of supermarkets to drive prices down to even more 

unsustainable levels. On the issue of standards in plantations and packing houses, the ILO has set a 

challenge for the sector, citing its role as ‘guarantor’ of the 2001 Chiquita-ITU-COLSIBA agreement as an 

example of how an international institution could help strengthen the practical application of its own legally 

binding standards, in the context of ongoing and systematic violations in several key exporting countries. 

For example, no banana-producing country – and only a few consumer countries – has ratified ILO 

Convention 184 on occupational health and safety, compliance with which would make a huge difference to 

the daily lives of the women and men working on large-scale banana plantations across the tropics. 
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The disputes surrounding the proposed reform of the EU’s import regime were, in a sense, an unwelcome 

‘intrusion’ into the conference’s ambitious agenda, but an issue that the organisers had to take into account. 

All the more so, given that the outgoing Director-General of the WTO announced the composition of the 

arbitration panel in Geneva just a few hours after CIB II had ended. The long-delayed evaluation of the 

common market organisation for bananas, CMO-B (focusing primarily on the EU’s internal subsidy regime 

with limited attention to the economic impacts on third countries), was submitted to the Commission on the 

final day of the conference, but was not a public document until that moment, despite having been originally 

conceived as a contribution to the reform debate. All these short-term factors tended to work against the 

conference’s objective and the proposals regarding what an EU trade policy capable of promoting 

sustainable production and trade might look like. 

 

Although full consensus on an EU trade policy proved elusive, the voices of the relatively ‘powerless’ were 

heard by the relatively ‘powerful’, and policymakers were left in no doubt as to the likely impact of the 

scenario they seemed to have assumed was more or less inevitable upon their arrival at the event. Most 

participants, including some representatives of major companies, though not all, felt that a ‘tariff-only’ system 

was harmful. Many argued that a continuation of the current regime – the so-called ‘status quo’ – although 

not necessarily desirable and far from ideal for other stakeholders (such as small producers in South America 

and some traders of fruit labelled as organic and Fairtrade), was far better than the proposed reform on the 

table. Representatives of the European Community appeared to be very inflexible, at least in public, 

regarding reversing the reform process. It was decided without opposition at the conference that participants 

should collectively call for an independent evaluation of the current regime. 

 

Whatever happens on the trade policy front, there can be no doubt that any further fall in prices would cause 

harm to all stakeholders. Even the large companies, which were opposed to the continuation of the current 

EU import regime, recognise that cooperation, both amongst banana producers and between them and other 

stakeholders, is necessary and valuable if the ‘race to the bottom’ is to be reversed. 

 

Views of fruit companies 

 Dole Food Company 
Sylvain Cuperlier, Manager of Sustainability and Communication Programmes, Dole Europe S.A.S 

 

At the first conference in 1998, the banana industry was encouraged to accelerate the implementation of 

environmental, labour and social programmes, whilst facing increasing price pressure. The issue of a 

sustainable banana economy is not limited to producers and banana companies. It is a much broader issue, 

which must be addressed by taking into account the entire chain, from the producer to the end consumer.  

 

Since the First International Banana Conference, Dole has been very active in responding to the concerns 

of our stakeholders by developing ambitious programmes in the environmental, social and labour sectors. 

For example, through the implementation of voluntary standards such as ISO 14001 and SA 8000, or the 

distribution of organic and fair trade bananas. Dole is proud to have continued investing in the countries 

where it employs workers and to have maintained an ongoing business relationship with its producers, even 

in difficult times. Although we believe there are areas that can still be improved, we regret that some of our 

stakeholders do not always recognise the efforts and achievements made to date. At Dole, we are more than 

proud of these programmes, given that the context has been difficult, due to pressure on banana prices 
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driven by mergers in the food retail sector, the growth of discount stores and a growing consumer interest in 

buying the cheapest products. Most of those who complain about the current situation in banana production 

are also in favour of maintaining the status quo in the EU banana regime. How can they support this position? 

Quota rents have been a good source of income for some EU stakeholders, but there is little evidence that 

these rents have been reinvested in the banana economy to improve the quality of life in producing countries. 

 

Dole appreciates the fact that the organisers of the second international banana conference and the 

preparatory meetings held in London and Washington DC gave us the opportunity to present our views on 

these issues, and we look forward to continuing to exchange views with stakeholders in the banana industry. 

 

Chiquita Brands 

Manuel Rodríguez, Vice-President of Government Affairs, responsible for corporate social responsibility, 

Chiquita Brands 

I was very pleased to have participated in the International Banana Conference. The organisers deserve all 

the credit for staging such a successful event, to which the meticulous preparation over the preceding weeks 

and months undoubtedly contributed. The conference demonstrated the role that dialogue and cooperation 

play in improving standards within the banana industry. This kind of dialogue is an essential step in a process 

of sustainable improvement. 

 

From our company’s perspective, cooperation with civil society is crucial to achieving improvements in our 

business and across the entire banana economy. A public commitment to high ethical environmental and 

social standards, independently verified by non-governmental organisations and trade unions; collective 

bargaining agreements with local trade unions supported by the ITUC; our relationship with the Rainforest 

Alliance; and public reporting on progress and issues are all key parts of our experience and confirm the 

importance of this dialogue. Our framework agreement with the ITUC and COLSIBA has been a valuable 

mechanism for improving labour relations and for structured, ongoing dialogue on standards and regulations. 

This agreement has fostered dialogue where there was previously confrontation and has increased trade 

union membership and cooperation. We hope that other companies will see the benefits of entering into 

similar agreements. The company was very pleased to see that this was a view shared by many of the 

conference delegates. 

 

Chiquita is acutely aware of the many opportunities and areas for improvement that we, as a company and 

as an industry, face. The CIB has highlighted the areas where progress is most urgently needed, such as 

occupational health and safety and the environmental impact of banana production. However, no company 

can tackle the industry’s systemic problems in isolation. As an industry, we must collectively rethink how we 

can pool resources and find solutions that lead to progress in these and other areas. 

 

I would therefore like to reiterate the invitation I have already extended to all companies and banana 

producers to consider how we can work together to improve social and environmental standards in our 

industry, as we all stand to gain greatly from a more sustainable banana economy. It is in this spirit that we 

support initiatives to establish a more structured dialogue, which will foster progress in line with the CIB’s 

final declaration. 
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The industry also faces imminent changes to the EU’s import regime, which will have a significant impact on 

the global banana economy and on employment and social conditions in the affected countries in the years 

to come. We all need access to the European market, which is not only a source of profit but also of 

employment and social and environmental progress. As Latin American producers, we are all deeply 

concerned about the effects of high tariffs on the long-term viability of our production and the shift of 

investment to other regions. However, we are all aware of the problems that, for example, the Windward 

Islands will face with the removal of their protected quota and preferential tariff. And we all share the concerns 

of the CIB participants that the outcome may be a source of disruption, suffering and injustice. 

 

It is only through dialogue and cooperation between civil society, the industry and governments that we will 

be able to meet these objectives. We encourage the EUROBAN network to continue challenging the industry 

and to keep seeking improvements, thereby raising ethical, social and environmental standards in the 

banana sector. 

Views of fruit companies – 2 In light of what CIB II had set out to achieve. 

 

Pacific Fruit 

Eric Crisman, Senior Corporate Advisor and Director of External Affairs, Pacific Fruit/Bonita.  

 

For Pacific Fruit, the global distributor of Bonita bananas, the event was stimulating and constructive. A wide 

range of supply chain participants openly debated the key issues that the organisers identified as the 

accelerating ‘race to the bottom’. In order to bring about change in the banana industry, we recommend that 

the format of future CIBs include greater participation from ‘major retailers’.  

 

The organisers have correctly identified the retail sector as the main contributor to the most powerful 

downward pressure on banana prices. Its influence creates hardship and inequality at the level of banana 

workers and producers. However, the ‘big retailers’ are in the business of offering their investors maximum 

returns. In fact, the goal of the ‘big retailers’ is to continue improving efficiencies and reducing prices for their 

customers. They have no incentive to address price-related issues without aggressive intervention by the 

governments of producer countries and pressure from consumers. Retailers should never be the ones 

drafting laws. Equally important is the consumer awareness movement that actually changes such global 

purchasing patterns. Consumer education on sensitive issues, as raised at the CIB, should take the 

distribution chain into account. The hope for price elasticity rather than cheap bananas will not materialise 

among the ‘big retailers’ without the involvement of governments and consumers. Pacific Fruit acknowledges 

and shares the concerns raised by the CIB organisers regarding the fundamental changes proposed to the 

EU banana regime. We reiterate the statement we made to the Conference, which illustrates the impending 

crisis in stark terms. Some of the poorest countries currently pay US$1.80 for the right to sell their bananas 

on the EU market. Current legislation proposes to increase this ‘tax on the poorest’ to US$5.50 from January 

2006. The results are clear: ‘the rich get richer, the poor get poorer’.  

 

Pacific Fruit spoke at the conference regarding the negative social and environmental impact of these 

changes and supports a moratorium on the imminent deadline, pending a more balanced assessment. Given 

the global reach of EU banana production and the plethora of vested interests, it is essential that a consensus 

be established amongst producing nations to counterbalance the EU’s proposal; otherwise, the effort will be 

in vain. Organisers must devote more time to highlighting the constructive efforts made by banana 
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companies and to acknowledging the deeply rooted challenges being faced by many producer countries. It 

is easy to attack. But it is harder to share the burden of problem-solving. A greater spirit of cooperation must 

be fostered to ensure a healthy exchange. 

 

For example, Pacific Fruit has a cooperative working relationship with EBNSA, the Ecuadorian trading 

company that sources Bonita bananas for the global market. The independent network of producers 

supplying fruit to the local market includes over 6,100 registered producers. Many are small family farms. 

EBNSA buys from a core group of over 600, exclusively for Europe. Labour issues are a serious problem in 

this poorly regulated sector. Pacific Fruit works closely with EBNSA to tackle child labour through outreach 

to those affected, seminars and workshops. EBNSA is a founding member of the ‘Banana Social Forum’ 

established by the Ecuadorian government to eradicate child labour. The FSB includes representatives from 

the Ministry of Labour, CORPEI, INNFA, UNICEF, as well as producers, exporters and workers in the banana 

sector. This important information is not shared by the organisers; nor are the challenges discussed in the 

Spirit of Cooperation. We are pleased to share our proactive programmes and welcome comments and 

feedback. 

 

Pacific Fruit felt that the CIB was beneficial in initiating a constructive dialogue. It is hoped that deeper 

involvement from supply chain participants and consumer groups will foster an environment conducive to 

developing a collaborative policy and defusing the confrontational rhetoric prevalent in many quarters today. 

 

We therefore wish to see broader participation at a higher level from the governments of producing countries 

and influential international consumer groups. The duty of governments is to enact laws that provide 

opportunities and protection. The duty of companies is to comply with them. 

 

The Sustainable Coffee Partnership, established in 2004 by UNCTAD and the International Institute for 

Sustainable Development, based in Canada. The Multifibre Agreement (MFA) Forum was officially launched 

on 8 June 2005, almost six months after the agreement had expired. 

 

Fyffes plc 

Philip Halpenny, Company Secretary, Fyffes plc 

 

For me, the most striking aspect of the Conference was the clear evolution in the understanding of the 

banana industry among all stakeholders in the sector. 

 

Since I first came into contact with civil society organisations regarding banana trade issues around the time 

EUROBAN was established in 1994, I have had numerous long and interesting discussions about our 

business with highly dedicated individuals such as Alistair Smith of Banana Link, Jeroen Douglas of 

Solidaridad, Renwick Rose of WINFA, John Daly of the Irish Fair Trade Network, Oisin Coghlan of Christian 

Aid and Ron Oswald of the ITUC; all of them eloquent advocates deeply committed to the cause of small-

scale banana producers and workers. It is not surprising that we did not always agree, mainly because, by 

necessity, we approach the business from different perspectives. Nevertheless, a constant concern of mine 

has been that all stakeholders must understand the commercial realities of the banana trade. At this latest 

meeting of stakeholders in Brussels, I was particularly struck by the context in which the discussions took 

place. The commercial realities – structural overproduction in the international market, returns being a 
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function of supply and demand, the relative strength of retailers in the pricing equation, and the need to 

ensure viability at all levels of the supply chain – are now accepted by those seeking a fair deal for small-

scale producers and workers. Now the debate can move forward. 

 

The conference did not solve all the banana industry’s problems. However, there was progress in 

understanding them and a crucial recognition of the commodity nature of the business. In particular, the 

importance of the EU banana regime in providing the only market in global trade where an attempt is made 

to strike a balance between the often-competing interests of producers, workers, distributors, retailers and 

consumers was acknowledged. For this reason, I regard it as of the utmost importance that the key 

conclusion of this influential Conference was that the European Commission should carry out a 

comprehensive evaluation of the regime before implementing the proposed switch to an exclusively tariff-

based system in 2006. 

 

The current regime provides the basis on which all those with structural disadvantages have a genuine 

opportunity to compete successfully. That opportunity must not be abandoned in the name of free trade, 

particularly if it simply leads to an even more accelerated ‘race to the bottom’. 

 

Key developments from the Second Conference 

The first development following CIB II was the decision by Ecuador’s new government to regulate its 

domestic banana market and voluntarily reduce its export volumes. To what extent this decision can be 

directly attributed to the discussions on global banana supply management during the conference and its 

preparations is impossible to say at this stage. What is certain, however, is that the Minister of Agriculture, 

Mr Pablo Rizzo, and some of Ecuador’s leading export companies decided, in early May, that a series of 

strikes by producers (and the almost constant threats of industrial action in recent years), fuelled by the 

prices paid to exporters when there was oversupply on the international market, required innovative action 

on the part of the government and the industry. Less than a fortnight after the first ‘public’ debates in Brussels 

on the various options for supply management, a tripartite agreement had been signed and a Commission 

comprising the government, producers and exporters established, not only to guarantee the payment of a 

minimum price to producers, but also to manage a reduction in exports. Given the political instability of a 

country witnessing the rapid impoverishment of the rural and urban majorities, and given the fragility of any 

attempt to stabilise relations between producers and exporters, it is almost certain that Ecuador will have to 

seek allies amongst the main exporting countries. It is still conceivable to make such a strategic move to 

build on this bold step taken by Ecuador, alongside efforts to present a common position of producer 

countries in Geneva. 

 

However, in the medium and long term, it would seem more appropriate to hold these discussions within a 

more formal forum – and one with less political tension – than in the forums where the debate on the ‘single 

tariff’ or ‘tariff quotas’ is currently taking place. It is likely that the next meeting of the Intergovernmental 

Group on Bananas and Tropical Fruits, organised by the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United 

Nations (FAO), which will take place in September in Guayaquil, will provide the ideal forum. 

 

The second event is one that can, quite rightly, be attributed directly to the CIB II process: there was 

consensus among all key players in the banana market that a ‘permanent multi-stakeholder forum’ is needed 

in the sector. However, to be sustainable – in the long-term sense of the word – such a forum would require 
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proactive institutional support at the international level from at least three or four intergovernmental 

organisations, such as the FAO, the ILO, UNCTAD, the WHO and the International Finance Corporation 

(IFC). The organisers of CIB II are currently initiating consultation sessions to explore what form such a 

forum might take, as well as the framework of principles upon which it would be founded and operate. 

Examples from the coffee and textile sectors can be analysed in terms of the lessons they can offer to the 

banana economy.  

 

A third event – ‘Towards a sustainable EU banana regime?’ – is, by necessity, mired in controversy, as the 

majority of governments and companies represented at the conference supported the continuation of some 

form of supply management within the EU-25. Discussions on how such a trade policy regime might be 

linked to improvements in socio-economic conditions, as well as to better labour and environmental 

standards, remained inconclusive, though they were thoroughly aired. Some form of tariff differentiation or 

gradation based on criteria of sustainability is a debate that cannot continue under the table, despite the 

obvious challenges it poses to international trade rules and to Member States, both small and large.  

 

The conference declaration calls on the EU to undertake a comprehensive assessment of the impact the 

Common Organisation of the Market in Bananas (COMB) has had since its inception in July 1993. This call 

will be partially answered when the assessment report commissioned by the EC, which is long overdue, is 

finally published this summer. The Commission is now exploring the possibility of organising some kind of 

broad forum to discuss the report’s findings and indicates that it also seeks feedback from most of the 

European institutions – the Parliament, the Council of Ministers, the Committee of the Regions, the Economic 

and Social Committee, amongst others. However, a full assessment of the impact of the various ‘single tariff’ 

proposals has not yet been included in the EU’s agenda, but many of the participants in CIB II are committed 

to ensuring that this happens. Given the radical impact that a low, medium or high tariff would have on the 

entire banana economy, it would be surprising if the EU did not agree to carry out such an assessment 

before implementing the reform it has announced, which is currently the subject of costly and protracted 

arbitration at the WTO. Would a comprehensive assessment of past and present import policies and their 

impact on real people and real places not be the best way for the EU to lower the political temperature on 

the banana issue, as governments prepare for a difficult Ministerial Conference in Hong Kong in mid-

December?  

 

The fourth event (Regulating the ‘new lords of the chain’) has caused some consternation amongst certain 

large companies in the sector, but it may set a precedent for intergovernmental policy action in the long term. 

The ‘dawn raid’ on the European offices of Chiquita, Dole, Del Monte and Fyffes in early June may not have 

gathered enough evidence to prove any kind of ‘price-fixing cartel’, but it sends a signal that the antitrust 

authorities can still bite – something some had thought they had lost the ability to do.  

 

This surprise ‘raid’ may have been taken as an early warning to the other major companies in the chain, that 

sooner or later – even if it is not yet to happen – the anti-competitive behaviour upstream of banana suppliers, 

notably the abuses of buying power rather than supply power, will be put in its place alongside effective 

regulation to protect those further down the chain – from the supermarket warehouse, back to the fields, 

factories and homes of those whose lives and incomes are increasingly under their control. During CIB II, it 

was noted that there is a complete vacuum in the area of policies to control buying power.  
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The UK banana market, which has shifted from one of high prices and large profits for suppliers to one of 

low prices and low or no profits in just three years, provides an interesting and relevant case, in which the 

four largest retailers sell three out of every four bananas consumed, but it is unlikely that the competition 

issues raised by this phenomenon – notably the absence of any legal provision for the control of 

‘oligopsonies’ – will be resolved at the national level. However, participants at CIB II were close to unanimous 

in identifying the need for collaboration across all sectors to help fill this policy gap. Might it not be possible 

to envisage fruitful cooperation between corporate lawyers and civil society interests, rather than the 

traditional mutual suspicion or open conflict? 

 

The fifth area (sustainable production and fair trade) in which the ‘post-CIB II’ banana world is showing 

constructive progress is more practical and immediate from the perspective of workers and producers: the 

gradual shift towards sustainable production methods and production that meets Fairtrade standards is 

accelerating, moving from the margins into the mainstream of global banana markets. On 8 June, an 

agreement was signed between COLSIBA, the Latin American banana workers’ union network, and Transfair 

USA, the organisation at the forefront of fair trade labelling in North America (see the ‘Issues: consumer 

countries’ section of this newsletter). This agreement and the shift in trade models it heralds are of vital 

importance to Latin American plantation workers and, of course, of great significance to US consumers. The 

former had been fighting to make fair trade a meaningful option for over a decade, whilst the latter have only 

relatively recently begun to conclude that they want the option to buy bananas that do not support a race to 

the bottom with standards and prices that threaten the rest of the continent to the south.  

 

Alongside this, after many years of work by small-scale producers and the leaders of WINFA (Association of 

Small Producers of the Caribbean) as pioneers in the field, the industry in the Windward Islands – 

governments, trade associations and private companies – has declared its intention to convert all production 

to fair trade standards as soon as possible. The industry and political s now understand what producers 

have known for many years: that fair trade and more sustainable production systems are key tools in their 

survival kit. Some are concerned, quite rightly, that small-scale producers, who have led the fair trade 

labelling movement, could lose out as large-scale plantation volumes are required to meet rapidly growing 

consumer demand in domestic markets as diverse as Finland, Italy, the United States, the United Kingdom 

and Japan.  

 

On the broader issue of sustainable production methods, although many areas where organic or biodynamic 

production for export is possible have converted or are in the process of doing so, these certification schemes 

cannot be seen as the sole tool for solving the problem. In many exporting countries, organic systems are 

simply not technically feasible with current varieties due to problems with endemic diseases.  

 

FLO’s environmental standards are steering producers towards reduced environmental damage – partly due 

to the standards themselves and partly due to the incentive of the guaranteed price premium from ‘double’ 

certification – but this cannot be a panacea in the short to medium term. Nevertheless, when it comes to 

public or even private research and the development of low-input, chemical-free systems, the banana world 

remains a virtual wasteland. Despite regular appeals by the International Network for the Improvement of 

Banana and Plantain (INIBAP), including (and despite) the – the unproductive and now defunct World Bank-

backed banana breeding programme – the industry itself – or at least the multinational fruit companies that 

dominate it – has proved extraordinarily resistant to what to many observers seems simply common sense. 
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If we want a sustainable industry, it is clear that such an industry will have to be based on the use of varieties 

that are not only unacceptable to consumers but will also be threatened by endemic disease problems.  

 

The industry and governments seem to agree that the excessively high human, environmental and economic 

costs associated with reliance on a single variety for almost all bananas entering international trade are 

unacceptable, yet to date they have failed to lead by example. For the conference organisers, this needs to 

change, and there are international institutions and experts out there waiting for the right economic signal. 

Such research should certainly be the product of public-private collaboration. It could become one of the key 

areas of work for a future multi-stakeholder forum. 

 

The sixth issue concerns workers, producers and gender equality. The four million or more people who 

depend directly on the banana economy for their survival were well represented at CIB II. Trade unions, 

producer organisations and other civil society groups from 20 producing countries or territories made their 

voices heard very clearly at CIB II. No participant can have been left in any doubt as to the scale of the 

multiple crises facing workers and small-scale producers in particular. The range of issues relating to labour, 

trade unions, social welfare, housing, safety and occupational health has grown since 1998, just as efforts 

within the sector and international solidarity were beginning to mobilise. However, understanding of these 

issues, as well as the transnational capacity to address them, has grown considerably. Nor should anyone 

leave with the impression that the role of women on the ‘front line’ of the industry is secondary. Women 

banana workers and small-scale producers have been very well organised since the first IBC and organised 

their own international conference in Germany in 2000.  

 

The agenda of women workers and their analysis of the sector – not only in relation to the range of problems 

faced by those working in the industry and their families, but also in relation to their growing leadership in 

negotiations on industrial relations and trade agreements affecting their employment – is often presented 

more clearly and coherently than those put forward by many of their male colleagues within the industry itself 

and by their national governments. As regards the ILC’s objective of “securing a commitment from 

governments and companies to respect and enforce labour and trade union rights and standards”, one might 

not expect a conference in itself to achieve such an ambition, but there are signs of hope that in the period 

following the event other companies will follow the initiative taken by Chiquita after ILC I. Pacific Fruit/Bonita 

and Dole had entered into meaningful dialogue with trade union organisations in the weeks and days leading 

up to the conference. Only time and practical results will tell whether these important discussions will lead 

to a concrete outcome. Del Monte also stated for the first time at CIB II that it is open to direct negotiation 

with the independent trade union at its plantations in Cameroon.  

 

On the government side, Ecuador’s new government has given the first signs following CIB II that it will take 

a more serious approach than its predecessors regarding the enforcement of labour and trade union rights, 

and it is hoped that the detailed submission by the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions for the 

WTO’s country review in June will be incorporated into the organisation’s recommendations in Quito. 

Although the US administration was not represented at CIB II, the US and UK embassies in Quito have 

played a fairly constructive role in urging successive Ecuadorian labour ministers to enforce current 

legislation and implement progressive reforms that fully reflect the ILO Conventions. 

 

Undoubtedly, the seventh issue is that of fair prices and decent wages. With regard to the complex issue of 

‘defining a fair price’ (for producers) and exploring how a ‘fair wage’ might be paid, no clear consensus 
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emerged from CIB II, but ultimately these were a set of issues that the organisers of CIB I felt they should 

sidestep so that people would attend the first international forum. At CIB II, the sector’s economy took centre 

stage and the debate was surprisingly mature and coherent. The development of fair trade and alternative 

trade arrangements, particularly their entry into the mainstream Swiss market (over 50% of the market), has 

helped to clarify at least one definition of a ‘fair price’ at a crucially important level of the supply chain. A fair 

price for shipping or distribution is another issue that is not easy to address at this stage of the dialogue. 

 

As for a ‘decent or living’ wage, which, if paid to everyone (whatever definition is adopted), would make a 

tangible difference—far greater for the currently impoverished banana-exporting communities than any 

change in itself— there will be little progress as long as the market remains oversupplied and the power 

relations between buyers and producers on the one hand, and producers and their employees on the other, 

remain just as lopsided. The challenge is great but not insurmountable. Workers in Central America have 

indicated that the most stable period of industrial relations they can recall, when most workers received what 

they considered a decent wage, coincided precisely with the brief period in the mid-1970s when the Union 

of Banana-Exporting Countries (UPEB) was functioning effectively for the benefit of producer governments. 

Is this a mere coincidence, or one of the most seminal lessons to be learnt from the three days we spent 

together in the political capital of Europe?  

 

Other relevant points highlighted by the Banana Bulletin, 33 July 20053 

 

Since the first International Conference in 1998, it has been clear that a significant process of discussion 

was beginning among most of the actors in the banana supply chain. Indeed, the adoption of the International 

Banana Charter was a significant achievement, as it brought to the table for discussion—both at the 

international and local levels (by country and even by company)—the major social, environmental and 

commercial issues in the sphere of production and trade. 

 

In the years following the first conference, intensive negotiations were initiated by COLSIBA and Chiquita, 

leading to the signing of the regional agreement in 2001. Fair trade in bananas gained significant momentum 

throughout this period and arrived at the second conference as a major player in its own right, competing 

with the industry giants. Everything seems to indicate that this growth process will continue on its upward 

trajectory, a development that will make it, in the coming years, a movement impossible for its competitors 

to ignore. As COLSIBA, we are pleased to see that the efforts we have made are also bearing fruit and that 

both the first and second conferences have become platforms for promoting fair trade in its various forms. 

 

Another important aspect of CIB II is that the event effectively serves as a showcase and forum for analysing 

the functioning of private voluntary responsibility initiatives, a point of utmost importance, as in the current 

situation these initiatives have not yet managed to convince all stakeholders of the true effectiveness of their 

operation and how to implement them on banana plantations and in other agro-industrial sectors. The entire 

preparatory process for CIB II was very fruitful, as the regional workshops provided an opportunity to discuss 

various aspects of the banana supply chain, ranging from the problems of the lack of freedom of association 

in major producing countries such as Ecuador and Costa Rica, to the major issues of environmental pollution, 

the lack of social security, occupational health and job security. Concerns regarding the situation of women 

 

3 Gilbert Bermúdez Umaña, COLSIBA and Southern Secretary of CIB-II, San José, Costa Rica 
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workers and small-scale banana producers were also highlighted. Small and medium-sized producers from 

many countries were able to present their views and proposals for a fairer and more environmentally 

respectful form of production. A key aspect was that it brought together the majority of stakeholders in the 

supply chain. Of particular interest was the participation of some of the major supermarkets in the retail 

sector, as well as all the marketing organisations, some of which made significant contributions to the 

discussion of the core issues. It was inevitable that the issue or problem of the fruit import system into Europe 

would be at the centre of the various discussion forums. Two main positions on this matter were clearly 

evident: some in favour of the ‘status quo’ and others in favour of a single tariff at all costs, as if this were 

the solution to the major commercial, social and environmental problems of this market. The greatest 

achievements of CIB II were clearly the adoption of a ‘Declaration of the Participants’. The other important 

document is the ‘Organisers’ Declaration’, which reflects the development, maturity and spirit of solidarity 

and humanity that encourages us to continue building a platform that grows stronger every day. Another 

outstanding element is the proposal to create a more permanent forum for discussion and analysis of the 

issues raised at the conference (and beyond). In this regard, the participation of international bodies such 

as the FAO, the ILO and UNCTAD – and the European Commission itself – is essential in seeking and 

legitimising a counterbalance to the position of certain governments and official trade negotiation structures 

such as the WTO and the EU’s own bodies. Furthermore, we believe that civil society has been strengthened 

in its dialogue with official actors who, on many occasions, make decisions without taking into account 

representatives from different sectors of organised civil society. 

 

It was a pleasure to meet with WINFA, US/LEAP, EUROBAN and the ITUC. As COLSIBA, we greatly value 

the coordination and action taken – and the extraordinary contribution of organisations as committed as 

Banana Link and Oxfam Belgium – to ensure that the conference was a resounding success. As COLSIBA, 

we welcome this success, and we will continue our efforts to make banana production and marketing a more 

humane endeavour and business, and one that is less harmful to the environment we still have left. 

 

The Caribbean banana sector has expressed its satisfaction with the results achieved at CIB II4 

 

WINFA played an essential role, both in organising the conference and in ensuring a strong Caribbean 

presence. It served as a catalyst amongst Caribbean participants, in contrast to its involvement in CIB I, 

where participation was limited. WINFA’s approach at CIB II was comprehensive, seeking broad participation 

from the industry as a whole. As a result, 30 participants attended from the Windward Islands, the French-

speaking Caribbean and Jamaica. These included representatives from banana companies, associations, 

government-owned banana institutions, ministries, trade unions and ‘fair trade’ producers. Furthermore, the 

government of Saint Vincent and the Grenadines (responsible for banana policy within CARICOM) played a 

crucial role in both the Caribbean’s preparations for the conference.  

 

Prime Minister Ralph Gonsalves took part in the January seminar, as did the Minister of Agriculture at the 

conference itself. Another feature of the Caribbean participation was its level of preparation. As with the 

preparatory seminar, strategy sessions were held in Saint Vincent and Brussels immediately prior to the 

conference. At CIB II itself, the Caribbean delegation played a very important role, particularly Dr Claudius 

 

4 Renwick Rose, Coordinator, Windward Islands Farmers’ Association (WINFA), Saint Vincent 
and the Grenadines. 
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Preville of the Caribbean Regional Negotiating Machine (CRNM) on sustainable trade policies, whilst others 

served as ‘resource persons’. Fairtrade also demonstrated the preparedness of its people, through the 

contributions of producers such as Nioka Abbott and Amos Witshire. With a strong female presence in the 

Caribbean delegation, the issue of gender was always on the agenda.  

 

For the Caribbean, the conference was a great success, judged by the number and calibre of participants, 

the quality of the presentations and debate, the level of organisation, and the outcome of the dialogue. 

Furthermore, there are no words to praise the efforts of the organisers on the part of representatives from 

major companies, governments, as well as workers and producers. There was great satisfaction regarding 

the debate on the European banana regime, as it was not a neglected issue and allowed a certain consensus 

on solutions to emerge. In reality, the producer representatives in the delegation would have liked to see 

more specific commitments reached. However, they were pleased with the ‘collective call’ to the EU not to 

proceed with the implementation of its proposed ‘single tariff’ regime, scheduled for January 2006, until a 

comprehensive assessment has been carried out of the current and proposed marketing mechanisms and 

their impact on the lives of people in exporting countries. Fair trade workers welcomed the growing 

awareness among European consumers, seeking to expand markets for products labelled ‘organic’ and ‘fair 

trade’. These workers committed to promoting ‘fair trade’ and ‘organic’ production and marketing as part of 

their diversification strategy. 

 

The Caribbean delegation is seeking, in particular, to establish a ‘multi-stakeholder forum’ with a view to 

identifying ways to tackle the social, economic and environmental problems affecting the banana sector. This 

delegation has committed to participating in such a forum. Although significant progress has been made in 

the dialogue, with CIB II and the search for solutions, this does not mean that the process has come to an 

end. This conference provided an opportunity for multilateral and bilateral exchanges. However, these must 

be followed up if real and lasting benefits are to be achieved. In particular, the Windward Islands industry 

needs to act on positive proposals, put its own house in order, maintain aggressive pressure, carry out 

advocacy campaigns and build alliances. Above all, great enthusiasm is needed to continue the fight for 

increased productivity, excellent quality, maximum efficiency, democratic participation and transparency in 

government. 

 

“Reversing the race to the bottom” 

 

The participants at the Second International Banana Conference held in Brussels from 28 to 30 April 2005, 

WELCOME the organisers’ initiative to convene the Second International Banana Conference;  

 

We recognise: 

• That the structural oversupply in international markets, combined with the accelerated search by large 

retailers for cheaper bananas and the pressure this exerts on production and producers, is creating a 

situation of permanent crisis for workers and producers and, increasingly, for the companies marketing 

the fruit. 

• The downward spiral in purchase prices has been passed on to the women and men working on the 

plantations and to small-scale producers; and is directly responsible for labour migration and/or 

outsourcing, which leads to the displacement of local permanent jobs and increased poverty in most 

communities where export bananas are grown; in many cases, it has led to a deterioration in the quality 

of life of workers and small-scale producers, as well as damage to health and the environment. 
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• Small-scale women producers and workers have been particularly affected. Often, their specific 

problems are not taken into account by the industry. Their voices are not heard, nor are their rights as 

women respected. There is discrimination in employment and a lack of access to healthcare and 

reproductive rights. 

• In fact, in most producing countries, the rights to freedom of association in independent trade unions 

and to collective bargaining with employers have still not been implemented. 

• Governments do not enforce ILO agreements rigorously enough, which means that the right to organise 

is not guaranteed and the rights to trade union action are not protected. 

 

We express our concern: 

 

• At the impact of the fundamental change proposed for the EU banana regime, as its social and 

environmental consequences have not been assessed. 

 

We express our disappointment at the absence of certain key governments. 

 

We recognise the need to take urgent action to address the industry’s problems. 

 

We therefore propose: 

• Regarding the EU regime Before implementing any changes, the European Commission must carry out 

a comprehensive assessment of the current regime and its impact on exporting countries in terms of 

poverty, income, wages, the environment and levels of development, incorporating a gender analysis. 

• Civil society participants insisted that the nine governments (i.e. the Most Favoured Nation suppliers) 

that have requested arbitration, together with the ACP suppliers, prioritise the negotiation process (both 

amongst themselves and with the EU) to reach a consensus on the reform of the EU banana regime, 

with the participation of the civil society actors represented at this conference. 

 

Trade union rights: 

• We agree that the rights to organise and to collective bargaining, as set out in ILO Conventions 87 and 

98, are the key instruments for ensuring decent wages and safe working conditions. These rights must 

be implemented and enforced by governments and respected by national and transnational companies, 

including through collective bargaining and framework agreements. 

 

Health and the working environment: 

• We call on governments, research institutes, companies and other relevant organisations to design and 

implement research and development programmes to improve occupational health and safety and the 

working environment in banana production. Banana health and safety committees, trade union safety 

representatives, and the training and empowerment of workers and small-scale producers are essential 

for implementing improvements. 

 

Small-scale producers: 

• We propose that governments and international institutions promote programmes that benefit workers 

and small-scale producers through stable or growing markets for their produce, including through Fair 

Trade, ensuring fair contracts and access to credit. Training programmes should be provided to help 
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small-scale producers increase their productivity, reduce their costs and enable environmentally friendly 

production. 

 

• We call for greater cooperation and coordination among stakeholders in the banana supply chain. 

Governments and international institutions must support and facilitate this process. 

 
Banana Forum: 

• We propose the creation of a multilateral forum to find ways of addressing the industry’s social, 

economic and environmental problems. The idea of this forum should be presented to governments at 

the next session of the Intergovernmental Group on Bananas and Tropical Fruits (IGG). The possibility 

of an International Banana Agreement with a social and environmental chapter should also be explored, 

to tackle structural oversupply and endemic low prices, and to promote sustainability. 

 

Trade policies: 

• We call on the European Union to insist, within the WTO framework, that policies governing the banana 

trade be consistent with the concept of sustainable production, taking into account the differences in 

production costs and productivity between smallholder production and plantation production. 

• EU market management is considered the most practical option, and policies governing competition 

and the behaviour of transnational corporations, supermarkets and distribution chains should be 

strengthened to ensure that a larger share of profits goes to banana producers. 

 

Supermarkets: 

• We propose that supermarkets should guarantee fair prices that ensure a decent livelihood for small-

scale producers and workers, reflecting the true social and environmental costs of banana production. 

To this end, it would be useful to enter into long-term supply agreements, which would also need to 

ensure accurate information for consumers regarding production methods. 

• We also propose that the European Union and the United States investigate the possibility of developing 

antitrust laws to be applied to limit the negative impact of the growing purchasing power of supermarkets 

and to prevent the manipulation of distribution prices through mechanisms unrelated to actual market 

conditions. 

 

Consumers: 

• We call for the launch of consumer education campaigns to raise awareness that prices must promote 

sustainability, that is, cover the social and environmental costs of banana production, with decent wages 

and a dignified life for workers and small-scale producers. 

 

Voluntary Initiatives: 

• We insist that voluntary codes and certification programmes must not replace labour legislation or its 

enforcement. They must ensure strict compliance with established international labour rights, as well as 

qualified independent advice and verification. Trade unions should be involved in monitoring such 

initiatives. 
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Annex IX.  Article: ‘Rethinking the price of bananas: the crux of 
the matter’, by Alistair Smith of Banana Link (Smith, 2009) .  
 

The economy as if no one else mattered; In recent weeks, banana prices have been making headlines. A 

fierce price war recently unleashed in the UK between the major supermarkets has wiped out more than half 

the total value of the banana supply chain. However, retailers claim that cheap bananas do not come at the 

expense of producers or middlemen, but that the reduction has come from retail margins. 

 

But for how long will this last? At an all-time low of 40 euro cents per kilo (60 US cents), it is likely that ALDI 

and Walmart are selling at a loss in the UK.  

 

If prices remain at this rock-bottom level, the key question is: what will happen the next time retailers 

renegotiate prices with their suppliers? Who is to say they won’t try to drive them down further? To make 

matters worse, Walmart, the world’s largest retailer, has brought the price war home, slashing its retail price 

for bananas across the United States by more than a quarter, equivalent to 85 cents per kilo. This suggests 

a corporate pricing strategy that goes beyond dealing with competitors in the UK market. 

 

Is the entire global banana market on the verge of seeing its value completely wiped out? Renwick Rose, 

chief executive of WINFA – the Windward Islands Farmers’ Association, whose 4,000 banana growers export 

almost exclusively to the UK – has described the price war as “a scandalous way of doing business at the 

expense of farmers”, and warned that such a situation will plunge banana producers into a “race to the 

bottom” from which no one will benefit in the long term. 

 

Plantation workers have been feeling the effects of price wars since the turn of the millennium, as banana 

companies have sought to cut costs as much as possible. Banana Link estimates that the prices currently 

paid to UK supermarket suppliers are a third lower than seven years ago. At the same time, few plantation 

workers currently earn anything close to a living wage. 

 

“Don’t those blokes realise what they’re doing to us?” a spokesperson for the Latin American Coordination 

of Banana Union Workers told the British media. “They’re putting the entire cost of the ‘crisis’ in Britain on 

our shoulders.” If those who supply the supermarkets are unable to make a living, whether in Britain or on 

the other side of the world, the consequences are, therefore, unemployment and poverty. Taken to its logical 

conclusion, this would mean that those affected will be unable to afford to buy the products they need, in 

some cases, from the very supermarkets that have driven them to ruin.  

 

So price wars appear not only to make no sense in the short term, as well as being harmful to producers 

and workers in the medium term, but they could also be counterproductive for retailers in the long term. 

 

Taboos in the name of competition policy In the past, it was the large banana companies that more or less 

determined the selling price for importers and wholesale markets in consumer countries. But with the 

increase in the purchasing power of supermarket chains, and the rapid concentration in the food retail sector, 

wholesalers have become a residual market.  
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Today, importers and ripening companies sell most of the fruit directly to retailers. Competition policy was 

designed and implemented with the aim of preventing price-fixing among suppliers. On several occasions 

over the last two decades, major banana companies have run into trouble with competition authorities on 

both sides of the Atlantic over price-fixing agreements. In 2008 alone, European Union authorities imposed 

fines totalling tens of millions of euros on several companies for their involvement in fixing banana prices. 

 

However, current competition law has not yet evolved to address abuses of buying power at the top of the 

supply chain. As supermarket prices are in plain sight of consumers, supermarkets can adjust their prices 

within an hour in response to their competitors’ price movements, without running the risk of being accused 

of collusion. 

 

But retailers fear that competition authorities would intervene if they sat down to share information on the 

prices paid to their suppliers. So far, few countries have legislation that attempts to control buyers’ purchasing 

practices, although it is well known that, in fact, it is the retailers who impose the purchasing conditions that 

directly affect the prices received by suppliers. 

 

In a situation of intense price war, similar to that which has been experienced at regular intervals since 2002 

in the UK, some retailers have come to accept that there is a level below which the prices paid to suppliers 

are ‘unsustainably low’. Some have stopped denying that there are almost inevitable consequences further 

down the supply chains, especially for those with less bargaining power at the start of the chain.  

 

Plantation workers and small-scale producers have managed to demonstrate to some buyers that it is they 

who bear the brunt of price cuts, passed down the supply chains. However, this is where we come up against 

a major taboo. In practice, retailers fear that, however ethical their well-intentioned motives may be, any 

discussion between rival companies about price and its relationship to sustainable production practices, fair 

prices for producers or decent wages for plantation workers, somehow infringes competition laws. 

 

This is particularly the case in fiercely competitive food retail markets, such as the current UK market, where 

national competition authorities are keeping a close eye on retailers, following intense pressure from the 

public and suppliers, and are seeking to curb abuses of market power by the major supermarkets. 

 

Whether real or imagined, this taboo surrounding price discussions has so far prevented retailers from 

engaging meaningfully with their competitors to seek a way out of what they recognise as a destructive cycle 

of price wars. At the same time, major suppliers with large market shares remain highly sensitive to these 

debates after having got their fingers burnt by European competition laws or US antitrust regulations. 

Meanwhile, a vicious cycle of value destruction is gathering pace. 

 

 

Is fair trade reaching its limits? 

In November 1996, the first Fairtrade bananas arrived in Europe at the port of Rotterdam. Almost 30 years 

later, a large proportion of the smallholder farmers who produce bananas for the international market depend 

on the fair trade certification system. In 2023, sales of Fairtrade-labelled bananas reached around 750,000 

tonnes annually, representing a market share of around 10% in the EU (including the UK) and 4% worldwide. 

In some markets, such as the UK and Switzerland, where years of advocacy by NGOs had secured a market 
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that quickly moved beyond the traditional ‘niche’, the market share rose to around 25% in the UK and nearly 

half of the total market in Switzerland. Banana Link’s observation over these 30 years is that almost all 

smallholder associations and cooperatives remaining in the global market depend on their Fairtrade 

certification for their survival. This in itself is undoubtedly a remarkable achievement for the labelling 

movement. However, growing competition from large-scale certified plantations in various countries, with 

their much greater volumes, has changed the landscape. Large national companies in Ecuador, Colombia, 

the Dominican Republic and Mexico have obtained certification, but do not always meet the labour standards 

one would expect of certified producers. 

With notable exceptions in Colombia, where trade union representatives are involved in managing the 

distribution of the premium to workers, plantations have set up workers’ committees that are rarely 

independent of management and are not legally empowered to negotiate on behalf of the workers. This 

growing volume of certified fruit from plantations led Fairtrade to decide to suspend certification for all new 

entrants to the banana industry for two years, from April 2024 to March 2026. The background to this is that 

sales of Fairtrade bananas have stagnated in several major markets, and the presence of cheap bananas 

on supermarket shelves makes it much more difficult to convince consumers of the need to pay a higher 

price. 

 

Decent wages for workers in the banana sector have finally been firmly placed on the agenda of major 

European retailers. On 14 December 2024, the EU agreed on new corporate due diligence rules, designed 

to protect human rights and the environment throughout international supply chains. The Corporate 

Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) requires large companies and those in high-risk sectors, 

including agriculture, to integrate due diligence into their policies and risk management. The directive aims 

to combat violations of trade union rights and labour exploitation, as well as environmental abuses. Despite 

renewed attempts to water down the directive, it has already reshaped the debate on global trade relations, 

helping to normalise the role of countries that benefit from supply chains in taking responsibility for the impact 

of their commercial activities—and those of their suppliers—on people and the environment. 

 

The development of the CSDDD directive caused quite a stir throughout the banana industry, which 

undoubtedly prompted retailers to move towards the implementation of living wages in banana supply 

chains. Germany, the UK, the Netherlands and Belgium were the first to make public commitments with a 

deadline for implementation, and Norway, Sweden and Denmark plan to follow suit. At the fourth conference 

of the World Banana Forum, held in Rome in March 2024, the issue of living wages was central and, over 

the course of four days, through numerous panel presentations, questions from the audience, lunch 

meetings and informal chats in the corridors, a consensus was reached: although the bonuses and premiums 

that retailers pay to plantation suppliers on top of the standard price of bananas may be useful in practice 

for raising wages to decent levels in the short term (and before the deadline set by the retailers), the only 

sustainable way to achieve decent wages is through collective bargaining by independent trade unions. 

 

The ILO’s governing body granted the United Nations tripartite body its first mandate to work towards the 

achievement of living wages; the importance of this mandate cannot be underestimated, as it clearly places 

social dialogue and collective bargaining at the heart of local processes to achieve living wages. 

 

Members of the World Banana Forum also expressed a widely shared frustration at the large number of 

certification standards that are now expected of producers, both large and small, with the associated costs 

and paperwork, which are even more difficult for smaller producers to manage. The Dominican Republic, a 
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country characterised by organic and fairtrade production by predominantly small-scale producers, has lost 

500 producers in recent years; it is likely that most of them are small farmers who can no longer afford to 

export, as the prices they are paid are simply not enough to cover the growing demands placed upon them. 

Many are choosing to sell up, and large plantations are replacing smaller ones in a trend that is difficult to 

reverse; this same phenomenon is occurring in Ecuador and Peru. 

 

Small farmers under intolerable pressure on 11 March 2024, it was announced that Fairtrade had decided 

to close the certification route to banana producers who were not yet certified, claiming that twice as much 

was being produced under Fairtrade certification as was being sold. The aim had been to support 

‘disadvantaged’ smallholders producing under ethical conditions in developing countries since the launch of 

Fairtrade bananas in 1996. 

 

The issue of pricing, a central concern:  

 

Setting fair prices: an example of what can be achieved. More than ten years ago, Fairtrade Labelling 

Organizations International (FLO) launched an innovative pricing system for bananas, which currently 

applies to around 2 per cent of the global banana trade. In each of the countries where FLO has certified 

Fairtrade producer organisations, Fairtrade minimum prices have been set, based on a calculation of 

‘sustainable production costs’. The cost calculation is carried out in consultation with the producers 

themselves and using other available industry data. 

 

The guiding principle behind the calculation of ‘sustainable production costs’ is to incorporate the cost of 

meeting decent social and environmental standards, and to generate a reasonable profit with which 

producers can invest in the long-term stability of their business. In practice, many traders pay above the 

Fairtrade minimum prices set by FLO. 

 

The price review process should take place more regularly or even be ongoing. Now that cost information 

can be collected and shared quickly, thanks to information technology, minimum prices can be more 

responsive, particularly if conventional market prices rise above Fair-Trade prices or there is a significant 

increase in production costs. 

 

The model must also consider how to incorporate labour costs, which should move towards living wages for 

all contracted workers, rather than simply being calculated in relation to existing wages and the statutory 

national minimum wage. What is clear is that this fair pricing model comes under pressure when there is 

oversupply in the conventional market and FOB prices are particularly low, or when there is a downward 

spiral in retail prices as a result of fierce competition between companies. For traders, the price difference 

between conventional bananas available on, say, the ‘spot’ market in Ecuador and Fair-Trade bananas from 

more expensive origins, such as the Caribbean, becomes quite significant. Similarly, at the retail level, the 

price divergence between conventional and Fair-Trade bananas at a time of price wars can threaten to 

undermine consumers’ willingness to pay a fairer price. In the Fair-Trade market, the risk of a new ‘race to 

the bottom’ cannot be ruled out, in which retailers and traders seek out cheaper Fair-Trade bananas. 

 

 
Challenges and opportunities for Fair Trade today:  
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Apart from the obvious challenge of competing with conventional and low-cost organic bananas from large 

plantations with lower social and environmental standards, Fairtrade must address a series of problems 

stemming from the nature and history of the banana production and trade system: among them, the 

challenge of ensuring respect for the trade union rights of plantation workers, the payment of living wages 

for all, access for migrant workers to equal rights in terms of social protection, and the enormous issue of 

the transition to non-monocultural production systems that are not only resilient to climate change but also 

protect biodiversity. 

 

The certification of hundreds of plantations that receive the same minimum price as smallholder 

organisations has a great deal to do with these multiple challenges that led Fairtrade to close the door to 

new participants for at least two years. But it should be possible to envisage a Fairtrade system that 

effectively supports both smallholders and workers employed on large estates, as both share a 

disadvantaged position when it comes to securing sustainable livelihoods. It is necessary to address the 

issue of compliance with Fairtrade standards on some of the certified plantations, as well as the issue of 

undifferentiated minimum prices for plantations and smallholder farmers. 

 

The workers’ committees that Fairtrade requires to be established to decide how the Fairtrade Premium is 

spent have not, in practice, increased the voice of beneficiary workers vis-à-vis their employers. And trade 

unions have been unable to assume their legitimate role of organising, representing and negotiating on 

behalf of workers on many of these plantations. Fairtrade’s own recent report on its impact notes that 

insufficient attention has been paid to Fairtrade’s impact on freedom of association to determine whether it 

has had any positive influence, and states that ‘... the effect of Fairtrade on labour rights, particularly on 

freedom of association, gender equality and social inclusion, remains weak. Economic indicators show 

greater confidence among farmers than among workers, reflecting both the lack of research and the limited 

progress made by trade union organisations. The failure to create conditions conducive to social dialogue 

and collective bargaining through independent trade unions is a shortcoming that the Fairtrade system must 

address, the failure to address the transformation of the workers’ committees that many certified plantations 

have established has meant they did not evolve into independent trade unions to secure living wages; and 

where trade unions have emerged since the plantations were first certified, the legacy of the workers’ 

committees becomes an obstacle to trade unions and collective bargaining. 

 

Without independent workers’ organisations, the question of how Fairtrade will fulfil its commitment to living 

wages that can be sustained for all workers on certified plantations remains unanswered. In a country such 

as the Dominican Republic, where migrant workers make up the vast majority of the plantation workforce, 

internal and external migration towards better-paid or easier jobs following the initial success of the 

regularisation programme (supported by Fairtrade) has led to a situation in which, once again, the majority 

of migrants do not enjoy the same legal rights as their national counterparts. 

 

This poses a further risk to the reputation of the Fairtrade model in a country that is losing market share 

within the Fairtrade market. Regarding the production system, some critics argue that paying fair prices for 

monoculture production, even if organically certified, does not incentivise producers to invest in more 

diversified and, therefore, more resilient agroecological systems. As long as there is no additional market 

premium for bananas produced in non-monoculture systems, there will be little incentive to experiment, 

especially given that almost all agronomists offering technical support focus exclusively on productivity within 

a monoculture model. 
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At a time when many conventional actors are promoting Fairtrade’s minimum price-setting model as best 

practice in the sector, using the calculation of sustainable production costs as the basis for minimum prices 

(regardless of certification), it is essential that the system addresses the issues mentioned above in order to 

sustain itself and fulfil the objective of delivering a transformative agenda. 

 

Fair Trade and the banana price war? 

A new paradigm for banana pricing If we were to think outside the ‘box’ of current market realities for just a 

moment, we might agree that, in a sustainable banana economy, the price is ideally the result of a democratic 

process of consultation between producers, distributors and consumers. At every stage of the value chain, 

the labour force would also be the result of free collective bargaining or, in other words, a democratic process 

of consultation. These consultation processes, centred on the democratic formation of prices, could become 

the new economic model.  

 

National, regional and/or international legislation would provide the framework within which all players would 

operate. Competition – doing the job well and innovation – could form the basis of a new model of 

competition. 

 

Is it impossible to imagine that a successful multi-stakeholder approach could lead to the creation of 

consultation mechanisms that generate fair prices throughout the entire chain? Not only would it be 

necessary to include all current financial costs – land, agricultural inputs and infrastructure, plantation labour, 

maritime transport and labour, refrigeration and insurance, import duties, port services, transport, ripening 

and distribution – in the equation, but methods must also be agreed upon to internalise the environmental 

and social costs not included in these financial costs. 

 

This would require imagination and innovation on the part of the stakeholders and a high level of mutual 

trust at every stage. It would also mean the inclusion in the permanent multi-stakeholder forum of 

representative consumer organisations willing to develop these new methods of consultation. The process 

also depends on the collection and exchange of information regarding production costs, volumes and trade 

flows, through a kind of market observatory trusted by all stakeholders. 

 

If we take a concrete example from the world’s largest banana exporter, we can see that there is potential 

for price coordination, although current mechanisms need to be significantly improved before a consensus 

can be reached, even within a single producing country. In late October 2009, the government issued a 

decree that not only requires exporters to pay producers the minimum reference price, but also requires 

producers to pay their employer contributions to the national social security system before they are eligible 

to sign contracts with exporters. 

 

Currently, around half of Ecuador’s export volume is subject to contracts between exporters and producers, 

concluded at the national minimum reference price or higher. 

 

This reference price is the result of periodic negotiations between the government, exporters and producers. 

However, the government wants all banana exports to be covered by contracts, including fruit produced by 

small and medium-scale producers, which is currently sold weekly on the so-called ‘spot’ market. Whilst the 
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decree is clearly well-intentioned, the producers affected complain that they are caught between the entirely 

reasonable requirement to comply with labour and social security legislation and the actual weekly prices, 

which are too low to allow them to meet that requirement. 

 

With sufficient goodwill and mutual trust, one of the most basic functions of a permanent World Banana 

Forum, which focuses on the transition to a sustainable banana economy, could be to address the whole 

issue of prices. If the various stakeholders agree to abandon all pointless price reductions that threaten to 

erode value throughout the entire supply chain from top to bottom, if they can find ways to overcome the 

taboo surrounding ill-suited competition policy instruments, if they can learn from the example of fair pricing 

in the Fair Trade sector and exercise sufficient imagination to build consensus within and amongst banana-

producing and exporting countries, the banana sector could lead the way for the rest of the global economy. 

A paradigm shift is not only necessary, but eminently possible. Let us dare to be wise! 
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Annex X. Partnership agreement with a fair-trade organisation, which did not 

work out.  

 
Preamble 

 

Whereas TransFair USA, the IUF and COLSIBA share a strategic vision of organising, empowering and 

raising the standard of living of agricultural workers in Latin America and the Caribbean, both in the banana 

sector and in other areas of common interest, 

 

And whereas TransFair USA, the IUF and COLSIBA recognise the need for greater cooperation, coordination 

and collaboration between the trade union movement and the fair-trade movement in the Americas. 

 

And whereas there is an urgent need to establish strategic coordination between TransFair USA, the IUF 

and COLSIBA regarding the mutual development of the banana trade union movement and the fair-trade 

market in the USA, thereby ensuring the defence of the interests of both banana farm workers and small-

scale cooperative producers. 

 

It is resolved: 

 

I. ON MINIMUM LABOUR STANDARDS  

1.1. COLSIBA, the IUF and TransFair USA recognise the fundamental right of every worker to choose, join 

and be represented by the independent and democratic trade union organisation of their choice, as well as 

the right to collective bargaining. 

1.2. TransFair USA reaffirms its commitment to ensuring that banana producers and/or companies respect 

the ILO Core Conventions, as set out in the Fair-Trade standards and norms established by Fairtrade 

Labelling Organizations (FLO), including the following: 

• The principle of freedom of association, (add) in particular Conventions 87–98, 135, 136, 110 and 

111, amongst others. 

• The effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining, in accordance with the aforementioned 

ILO Conventions. 

• The protection and facilities that must be granted to workers’ representatives 

• The elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour 

• The effective abolition of child labour 

• The elimination of all forms of discrimination in employment 

1.3. TransFair USA shall require FLO-Cert-certified producers and banana companies to respect their 

workers’ right to form and join trade unions.  

1.4. TransFair USA, the IUF and COLSIBA shall ensure that trade union representatives are not subject to 

discrimination and that they have access to workers in the workplace to carry out their trade union duties. 

TransFair USA shall require that workers are not discriminated against, threatened or penalised on account 

of a visit by a trade union representative, in accordance with Fair Trade certification standards. 

II. EMPLOYMENT 

In the event of circumstances that seriously affect employment levels, working conditions or the type of 

employment contracts, such as changes or transfers in production, or the total or partial closure of a facility, 
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TransFair USA undertakes to ensure that Fairtrade-certified producers and banana companies comply with 

the following standards: 

1. Comply with national legislation and local regulations. 

2. Consult as soon as possible with local trade unions that have been duly authorised to represent the 

affected workers, particularly where the change affects a significant number of workers, which is usually the 

case with a partial or total closure. 

3. Notify local trade union representatives, the IUF and COLSIBA of any proposed changes. 

III. ON THE ORGANISATION OF WORKERS  

TransFair USA is committed to working alongside the IUF and COLSIBA to create opportunities on certified 

banana plantations run by local producers that are not yet unionised, so that the union can gain a foothold 

and a unionisation process can be established among the workers on those plantations. In the case of 

transnational banana companies, TransFair USA undertakes to work exclusively with unionised plantations 

or those plantations in the process of unionisation. 

IV. ON THE CERTIFICATION OF BANANA PRODUCERS 

TransFair USA, the IUF and COLSIBA undertake to establish operational coordination on the ground 

regarding the inspection process for fair trade banana plantations. Appropriate mechanisms will be created 

for the participation of local representatives of trade unions affiliated to the ITUC and COLSIBA in the 

inspections of banana plantations, so that TransFair USA and FLO-Cert incorporate the union’s information 

and perspective into the fair trade inspection and certification process for the plantations. 

V. ON MARKET DEVELOPMENT 

COLSIBA, the IUF and TransFair USA undertake to work together on the development and growth of the 

unionised fair trade banana market in the USA, to collaborate on consumer education campaigns, and to 

seek the support of the trade union movement and other social organisations in the USA to develop the fair 

trade market. 

VI. MONITORING OF THE AGREEMENT 

6.1. TransFair USA, the IUF and COLSIBA shall each appoint up to three members to form a Coordination 

Committee, which shall meet periodically to evaluate the implementation of this Agreement and discuss other 

matters of common interest. Representatives of local trade unions may also be included in the meeting 

where necessary.  

6.2. This Agreement is not a substitute for local and effective bargaining processes, and the parties must do 

everything in their power to facilitate these. The parties agree that local stakeholders must exhaust all 

avenues to resolve local issues. The role of the Coordination Committee is to support these efforts and 

ensure strategic and operational coordination between the two organisations. 

6.3. Meetings of the Coordination Committee shall be held three times a year. An extraordinary meeting may 

be convened at the request of either party should a situation arise that warrants urgent discussion.  

6.4. TransFair USA, the IUF and COLSIBA shall appoint one (two) person(s) to facilitate communication and 

the timely resolution of any urgent matters arising in the period between meetings of the Coordination 

Committee. 

6.5. This Agreement shall remain in force until terminated by either party by giving three months’ written 

notice.  

6.6. TransFair USA, the IUF and COLSIBA shall publicise this Agreement through the communication 

channels available to both organisations, as well as to all sister organisations and common allies. Agreed 

on 18 May 2005. 
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It is necessary to clarify that this signed agreement did not function or apply in any plantation certified by the 

US fair trade body, a matter which was regrettable given the expectations raised at the time amongst 

plantations and workers’ organisations in the countries where fruit bearing that label is produced and sold in 

US and European markets. 
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