
On a wall painting. Guatemalan workers change Coca Cola's slogan 'The Spark of Life" to 'Spark of Death1 

Guatemalan workers 
fight for union rights 
a t Coca Cola factory 
IN SPITE of gruesome killings of 
unionists! workers at a Coca 
Cola plant in Guatemala, Central 
America, have persisted in their 
struggle for trade union rights* 

Attempts were first made in 
1954 and 1968 to form a union 
at the EGSA bottling plant but 
both times these were violently 
suppressed. 

When a new attempt was made 
in 1975 to form STEGAC (their 
union), the company tried to 
crush the union by introducing 
scab labour and by meeting 
worker protests with police 
beatings and jailings. 

From then on the unexplained 
murders of unionists began. 

When the body of union leader 
Anulfo Gomez was found by his 
friends, his lips had been slashed 
with razor blades, his tongue cut 
out and put in his pocket, and 
his toes and fingers were broken. 

His killing had followed that 
of union general secretary, 
Manuel Lopez Balan, who had 
been warned three times by 
management of his impending 
death. 

Union activists have also been 
falsely imprisoned and others 
threatened with death unless 
they sign a petition against the 
union 

In order to give support to 
the courageous struggle by the 
Guatemala workers, the Inters 
national Union of Foodworkcrs 
(IUF) launched an international 
campaign against the American 
multinational giant Coca Cola in 
1979. 

In 1980, Coke executives 
negotiated a settlement with 
the IUF. 

However, from 1981 Coke 
began to run down the Guatem
ala plant by transferring the 
work to non-unionised areas. 

And in February this year, the 
plant declared itself bankrupt 
and retrenched its entire work
force. 

Immediately, the union mem
bers occupied the plant to prev
ent damage and the removal of 
machinery. 

Once again, the IUF stepped in 
to aid the Guatemalan workers 
and unions worldwide pledged 
support* 

In Denmark, the Brewery 
Workers Union told its members 
not to handle any empty Coca 
Cola bottles. 

In Sweden, Australia, New 
Zealand and Venezuela Coke 
boycotts were organised. 

Meanwhile, in Mexico ten 
different Coca Cola plants held 

three-day solidarity strikes. 
Trade unions worldwide also 

sent messages of condemnation 
to Coke - including the Sweet 
Food and Allied Workers Union. 

In his letter, SFAWU general 
secretary Jay Naidoo urged Coke 
to 'offer the necessary safe* 
guards to prevent any attacks on 
the rights of workers*. 

On May 27, an agreement was 
signed between the Coca Cola 
workers in Guatemala and man
agement from the company's 
head office. 

Coke has agreed to pay the 
salaries of .the workers from the 
time they occupied the plant 
until it is reopened under new 
ownership. 

Coke also said it would ensure 
that the new owners recognise 
STEGAC as the representative of 
the workers and that the union 
is given bargaining rights. 

Within Guatemala the struggle 
of the Coke workers has been 
regarded as crucial to the contin
ued existence of independent 
unions. 

As a STEGAC leader put it, 
fcthe leaders of other trade 
unions say that if we don't stand 
up to the employers their own 
unions will be destroyed within 
two months.' 


