TRAINING IN LABOR RIGHTS FOR THE WORKERS OF KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL OF MEXICO S.A. (NOW MEX MODE)

INTRODUCTION

With the initiation of the Free Trade Treaty of Northern Puebla (TLCAN), the agreement has been the main source of employment in the clothing industry during the boom years. Until 2001, it generated 10 percent (more than 70,000) in the clothing industry. In the past years, the importance of this industry has been brought to light by the various initiatives organized by workers in defense of their labor rights.

In Puebla, there are three distinct areas of maqulas: the city of Puebla (in the outer parts of the city) y Atlixco, Tehuacan and the Teziutlan region. These areas have several characteristics in common: acute marginalization, large populations of indigenous people, dilapidated countryside and high migration to the United States. In other words, these areas are ideal for the instillation of maquillas, because of the availability of cheap labor and of inexperienced workers who know neither a trade nor about unions. 

In order to bring business to the area, the government offered numerous benefits that include donating land, lowering taxes and labor costs, providing only minimal bureaucratic transactions, Collective Work Contracts (CCT) with pro-company or wildcat unions. These companies are funded by national, Northamerican and Korean capital.
Consequently, this enormous proliferation of maquilas is accompanied by an enormous exodus to the commercial centers of the state. The main migratory people include indigenous men and women between the ages of 18 and 25, underage youth who present false documentation and single women with little education and who are frequently illiterate.

Something fundamental that comes with the establishment of formal maquilas is the the propagation of clandestine maquilas and family-owned businesses. These clandestine businesses offer a salary higher, but lack any type of benefits or safety clauses. They argue that working in these conditions allows workers to support their family. However, these maquilas are not only exploitive and destructive to the country where they exist, but also create a huge rupture of cultural identity. For example, indigenous men and women must leave their cultural attire in order to work in the maquila. Moreover, it is obvious that the government, rather than working to eliminate human labor right violations, watches out for the interests of multi-national companies and corrupt unions.

In the area of Puebla, the establishment of KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL of Mexico S.A. (now known as Mexmode) brought an investment of more than 30 million dollars. This investment had its most significant impact on the textile industry during the year 1999. It brought modern advances in the sewing sector, increases in capacity to 3,000 positions and production for two global brands NIKE and REEBOK. 

The arrival of these two brands had an important impact on the area. First, these brands have extremely high recognition in the United States. The clothing designs for these brands were created by university students. Moreover, both labels have an ethical policy to produce clothing in accord with a code of conduct. Yet, in contradicition to these policies, this brand has enlisted company that operates  with government support in order to secure cheap labor and a protection contract with the union Revolutionary Federation of Manual Laborers (FROC CROC). 

In order to find workers, this company offered benefits that included breakfast, transportation, set hours of work, a salary that exceeds minimum wage, social security, childcare for mothers and paid vacations. Thus, more than 1000 workers applied.
However, many of these “benefits” were not carried out. On December 15, 2000, the workers began to protest. They did not enter to the cafeteria to eat the spoiled food that is served, demanding that the company carry out its promises for good conditions. In addition, the workers also called for a role in drafting an adequate agreement between the parties involved.

For this minor protest, five of the principle organizers were fired on claims of leadership or liderazgo. On January 9, 2001, the workers united for one of the strongest and most organized movements in the textile industry. Their demands were the rehiring of the dismissed workers, the removal of FROC CROC and the establishment of a union that represented workers, offered better salaries and a fair contract for the Koreans and supervisors, and improved services in the cafeteria. 

On January 11, the third day of the strike, the 600 workers involved in strike, were brutally evicted by the State of Puebla police under the leadership of Lic. Melquíades Morales Flores. During the eviction, police attacked, kicked, dragged workers, beating them with clubs and bats. Several of the workers were admitted to hospital because of physical wounds and mental trauma.

The CAT commended the workers for their solidarity and worked to provide them educational tools to help them in their fight. In this way, with help from the CAT, the workers initiated an organizing campaign that was supported by national and international organizations and unions. During this training process, the CAT was heavily slandered by FROC CROC. The corrupt union even advised the workers to not communicate with the members of the CAT. The union distributed information stating that the CAT favored the interests of Western organizations, and the organization only wanted to create conflicts and destabilize the workers. 

After the January 11 events, many workers did not return to work. Regardless, due to international pressure and clients’ threats to cancel their contracts, the company permitted independent investigations of factory conditions contracted by NIKE and REEBOK. They promised to improve conditions and rehire the dismissed workers.

Through means of flyers and radio announcements, the company send out a message to encourage the workers that did not arrive to work the Monday after the strike to return to their positions, promising to respect seniority and paid unpaid salaries.  

On March 18, the company organized an assembly about the constitution of the Independent Union of Workers of Kundong International of Mexico (SITEKIM). However, this meeting was not successful, because it needed the affiliation of 18 more workers to reach a sufficient amount to authorize the union, as required by the Federal Work Law Article 364. This petition was presented in front of the Local Board of Conciliation and Arbitration (JLCA) of the State of Puebla. After two months, the settlement resulted as negative. The board argued that they had not adequately carried out the requirements established by the law.

At this time, the government, labor authorities and the FROC CROC united with the KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL. They initiated a campaign of severe repression and intimidation in order to challenge the workers’ effort to organize. 
Commitment of the brands

Under this framework, there was a large and persistent effort put out by the KUKDONG workers and solidarity amongst local, national and international groups to pressure on employers and the government. At the same time, consumers in the United States also put pressure on these brands, threatening to cancel all types of contracts. Because of this development, NIKE and REEBOK promised to doing investigations. They contracted the group Verité, a group of people that carry out investigations about ethical codes in large companies. 

Outside organizations also carried out studies. The Workers Rights Consortium (WRC), an organization made up of university students, conducted investigations. The group’s objective is to monitor, investigate and report that sports clothing brands are fulfilling codes of conduct. The results provided by the WRC showed that universities had reason to immediately contact officials from NIKE, REEBOK and KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL and pressure them to take immediate action to stop human rights violations, including the employment of minors, use of physical and verbal abuse, and unreasonable dismissal of employees. 

This outreach greatly affected the public image of NIKE and REEBOK. In February, the two brands committed to establishing a firm agreement in order to normalize the situation and reestablish the human labor rights of the workers at KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL, respecting work positions, seniority and the right to choose a union.
On September 17, 2001, the positive resolution to register a new union was passed, and only after the first attempt at assembly. It would be called Independent Union of Workers at the Company Mex Mode (SITEMEX) because of the company’s name change. On September 21, the first Collective Contract of Work between an independent union and a textile maquiladora was signed. 

On April 1, 2002, NIKE published a letter, stating the company’s decision to cancel its production contracts with KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL. (Mexmode).

Conclusion
After the KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL case, we are left with the affirmation that when workers decide to report human rights violations and are supported by a wave of global solidarity, changes can be made within these large corporations. These brands realize that the best way to preserve their image is not send their business to another location, but rather claim responsibility for their actions. Recognizing and publishing special cases like with KUKDONG INTERNATIONAL demonstrates that industrial workers always have the ability to resolve issues.

