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Henrik Syse

Corporate Governance Dept.

Norges Bank

 

Dear Henrik:

 

I enjoyed speaking with you last Tuesday. As we discussed, I would like to make a convincing case for the proposition that Norway’s Government Pension Fund should divest from The Coca-Cola Company, Coca-Cola Enterprises and Fomento Economico Mexicano SAB de CV (FEMSA) as it has done from Wal-Mart and other companies due to reported “ethical failings.” 

 

In April 2003, after months of investigation and preparation, we initiated the Campaign to Stop Killer Coke  to hold the company accountable for widespread labor, human rights and environmental abuses.

 

The Campaign’s accomplishments thus far include the removal of Coke products from at least 45 college and university campuses. Many of the largest labor organizations in the U.S. and Europe have removed Coke machines from their offices, banned the sale and distribution of all Coke products at their facilities and functions, and called upon their members to boycott Coke. As Michael Blanding wrote in a cover story for The Nation, America’s leading liberal opinion weekly (5/1/06): 

 

“In the past two years the Coke campaign has grown into the largest anticorporate movement since the campaign against Nike for sweatshop abuses…The fight to hold it [Coke] accountable has, in turn, broadly connected issues across continents to become a truly globalized grassroots movement.”

 

In July 2006, The Coca-Cola Co. was dropped from the Broad Market Social Index (BMSI) list of socially responsible companies prepared by KLD Research & Analytics, Inc., an independent investment research firm that is considered a world leader in defining corporate responsibility standards. It was reported in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution (7/19/06) that “KLD based its decision on a number of issues including labor and human rights in Colombia and environmental issues in India…” This led to the divestiture of 1.25 million shares of Coca-Cola Co. stock by TIAA-CREF (Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association - College Retirement Equities Fund)’s $9 billion CREF Social Choice Account, the world’s second largest socially screened fund for individual investors. 

 

One year later, despite lobbying by senior executives of The Coca-Cola Co. to reinstate Coca-Cola on the BMSI list, the Company suffered another severe setback. It not only wasn’t reinstated, but its two largest U.S. bottlers were also removed from the list. TIAA-CREF has now divested its shareholdings in Coke’s largest bottler, Coca-Cola Enterprises, which has senior executives of The Coca-Cola Co. on its board who are also on the board of Colombia’s largest bottler, Coca-Cola FEMSA, a defendant in human rights abuse lawsuits. The lawsuits, alleging crimes against humanity, were filed in the U.S. in 2001 and 2006 by the International Labor Rights Fund and the United Steelworkers union on behalf of SINALTRAINAL, the major union representing Coke workers in Colombia, several of its members and the survivors of two of its murdered officers, Isidro Gil and Adolfo Munera. 

 

The lawsuits charge that Coke bottlers in Colombia “contracted with or otherwise directed paramilitary security forces that utilized extreme violence and murdered, tortured, unlawfully detained or otherwise silenced trade union leaders.” 

 

In a 2004 report prepared for the Human Rights Committee of the American Anthropological Association which represents 10,000 college and university faculty members and has called upon them to boycott all Coke products, American University Professor Lesley Gill states:

 

“Murdered unionists [in Colombia] are not the product of indiscriminate, chaotic violence… They are the victims of a calculated and selective strategy carried out by sectors of the state, allied paramilitaries, and some employers to weaken and eliminate trade unions.”

 

Gill adds: “Eighty percent of the Coca-Cola work force is now composed of non-union, temporary workers, and wages for those individuals are only a quarter of those earned by their unionized counterparts. Coca-Cola has consistently pressured unionized workers to resign…Coca-Cola is, in fact, a stridently anti-union company, and the destruction of SINALTRAINAL, as well as the capacity to drive wages into the ground, is one of the primary goals of the extra-judicial violence directed against workers.”

 

Coca-Cola repeatedly and falsely claims that more than 30% of its work force in Colombia is unionized while the average for the country is 4%. Of some 8,000 workers in Colombia who wear Coke uniforms, work in Coke factories, drive Coke trucks and generate profits for Coca-Cola, about 90% are now considered subcontracted, flexible workers. They receive low pay and meager or no benefits. They can’t join the union, have no job security or future with the company and are often mired in poverty.

 

In 2004, New York City Council Member and former police officer Hiram Monserrate led a delegation on a 10-day fact-finding mission to Colombia to investigate allegations of Coke’s human rights violations. As one member of the delegation said upon returning, “We heard one story after another of torture and injustice. The sheer number of these testimonials is overwhelming.” The delegation issued a scathing report concluding that “Coca-Cola is complicit in human rights abuses of its workers in Colombia” and that “Coca-Cola bears responsibility for the campaign of terror leveled at its workers.” (See WB11 Video News Feature)

 

In a related development, the Sydney (Australia) Morning Herald (6/6/07) reported: "Employers led by a Coca-Cola executive [Director of Global Labor Relations Ed Potter] stopped the [United Nations'] International Labour Organisation examining violations of workplace rights in Colombia..." Mr. Potter’s attempts to shield Colombia and Coca-Cola from any real scrutiny come at a time when the Colombian government and multinational corporations have been getting plenty of unwanted attention for their ties to paramilitary death squads that prey on workers and their unions.

 

Mr. Potter was involved earlier, in 2005, in the creation of a "Commission" comprised of representatives of major universities and prominent worker rights advocacy organizations to develop a methodology for evaluating how or whether Coke bottlers aided the paramilitaries. When the commission kicked Mr. Potter out in order to become a truly independent body, Coca-Cola began using obstructive and delaying tactics to prevent any meaningful investigation from occurring. 

 Finally, Mr. Potter insisted that Coke couldn't participate at all unless the attorneys who sued the company would agree not to include any newly-obtained evidence of Coke's abuses in their lawsuits. The lawyers refused this demand since compliance would require them to violate the rules of legal ethics, something Mr. Potter knew. (Read Part 7 of the "Critical Talking Points")
 

Helping Coca-Cola workers in Colombia win their struggle is critically important because, as SINALTRAINAL Vice President Juan Carlos Galvis told me, “If we lose this struggle, first we will lose our union, next we will lose our jobs and then we will lose our lives.”

 

In a long list of countries — including Chile, Colombia, El Salvador, Ghana, Guatemala, Haiti, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nicaragua, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Russia, Turkey, and the United States, Coke has been, and continues to be, the target of much anger, criticism and protest. Only recently, accusations that The Coca-Cola Co. has benefited from the abuse of prison labor in China have surfaced (BBC News, 5/21/07). 

 

See War on Want's "Coca-Cola: The Alternative Report:" (London, England) 
 

Coke responds as it always has when confronted with evidence of labor, human rights and environmental abuses. The Company practices damage control and, like the big tobacco companies, spends billions of dollars annually to create an image that masks its ugly reality.

 

Our campaign works closely with organizations that focus upon Coke’s abuses in India. One Coke plant in Plachimada, Kerala, has been shut down since March 2004 and thousands of protestors across India continue to draw attention to the company’s overexploitation and pollution of scarce water resources and high levels of pesticides found in its beverages.
 

A May 2007 report by International Environmental Law Research Centre, headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland concluded: "The deterioration of groundwater in quality and quantity and the consequential public health problems and the destruction of the agricultural economy are the main problems identified in Plachimada. The activity of The Coca Cola Company has caused or contributed a great deal to these problems. The people living in the vicinity of the Company have been suffering these problems for the last few years. The availability of good quality water for drinking purposes and agriculture has been affected dangerously due to the activity of the Company. Apart from that, the Company had also polluted the agricultural lands by depositing the hazardous wastes. All these point to the gross violation of basic human rights, that is, the right to life, right to livelihood and the violation of the pollution control laws."

 

Villagers in at least four other Indian states (Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh) are also protesting Coca-Cola’s bottling operations that they insist are “destroying lives, livelihoods and communities.” 

 

In Mexico, according to Beverly Bell in the magazine In These Times (10/6/06), Coke controls 60% of the soda market and "each Mexican consumes an average of 483 eight-ounce glasses of Coke per year, in a country where more than 12 million people do not have access to potable water." In recent years, Coke has pushed privatization of water resources with powerful allies like former Mexican President Vicente Fox, who prior to his election in 2000 was president of Coca-Cola in Mexico and Latin America. 

 

Bell has written, "Coke is also widely produced in Mexico, an arrangement that is threatening the country's water supplies and undercutting indigenous control of natural resources. It takes three cups of water to make one cup of Coke. Since 2000, Coca-Cola has been given 27 water concessions by the Mexican government. Nineteen of the concessions are for the extraction of water from aquifers and from 15 different rivers, some of which belong to indigenous peoples. Eight concessions are for the right of Coke to dump its industrial waste into public waters. 

 

"To aid the extractive and dumping processes, Fox — with help from the World Bank — has successfully pursued water privatization, as well as a massive land privatization program, that allowed companies free access to all the resources on the land, including water. 

 

"After Fox's victory in 2000, Coca-Cola began bottling water from the richest aquifer in the Chiapan town of San Cristóbal de las Casas, an ecological reserve... In 2004, the Coke plant in San Cristóbal de las Casas used 107,332,391 liters of water — about as much as 200,000 homes." 

 

The adverse effects caused by Coca-Cola's presence in the Chiapas region were noted by the United Kingdom-based group War on Want in 2006. Citing work by the Centre for Economic and Political Investigations of Community Action in Mexico, the organization notes: "Coca-Cola is positioning itself to take control of the water resources of the war-torn Mexican state of Chiapas, say local activists, who complain that the company has pressured local government officials into using preferential zoning laws to allow the privatization of water resources. Chiapas is rich in water, yet local communities have protested at being denied access to it." 

 

Dr. Ann Lopez, an author and environmental science teacher at San Jose City College in California, has stated: "The people of west central Mexico are easy corporate prey for predator Coke. You can't stand anywhere in some of the rural towns and not see a Coke ad. I've seen what Coke is doing in the west central Mexico countryside where I do research: pushing their addictive products on peasant populations who can ill afford them and in which one in 10 may have undiagnosed diabetes." 

 

She points out that struggling people, unaware of the ill effects of the soft drinks, will "sell the healthy things that they grow on the land, like corn, beans and eggs from chickens, to buy cola to which they eventually become addicted." She quotes Vicente Silva, a former municipal president of Chilchota: "Coke and beer arrive at the Purépecha indigenous towns and villages in the morning, before the arrival of milk!" 

 

For the second year in a row, Coke, although still the number one global brand "because it is big and everywhere," has lost a large portion of its brand name value as measured by BusinessWeek magazine. In 2005 its brand name was valued at $67.5 billion; in 2006 it lost 1% of its brand name value, which translates into a $680 million loss. This year, Coke lost 3% of its brand name value representing about a $1.7 billion loss and a loss of more than $2 billion over the past two years. Only two brands among the world’s top 30, Coke and Intel, experienced a loss of brand name value last year. Large institutional investors have told us that they are deeply concerned about Coke's large losses in brand name value because of its adverse effects upon long-term investments.

In short, Coke is clearly a company and a corporate system that is out of control. As I’ve been saying for years, the world of Coca-Cola is full of lies, deception, immorality, corruption and widespread labor, human rights and environmental abuses. The Coca-Cola Company has inflicted great hardship and despair upon people and communities throughout the world. For consumers, Coca-Cola ads and product displays should serve as constant reminders of crimes and misconduct so unthinkable that the products become undrinkable. 

All those who respect and promote justice and ethical behavior, including Norway’s Government Pension Fund, should reach out to and help the victims of Coke’s abuse. It would be greatly appreciated if you would provide this information to Kristin Halverson, the Minister of Finance, and Gro Nystuen, Chair of the Council on Ethics. I am ready to answer any questions and would be willing to come to Norway to gain the support of the Government Pension Fund.

 

I look forward to any comments or suggestions you may have.

 

Peace & Justice,

 

Ray Rogers

Director
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