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Mission
impossible?

Seko conducts multiple union 
development projects in different 

parts of the world. The foundation of 
these projects is solidarity with fellow 
workers in poorer countries and also 
serves to secure our members’ rights at 
home. In this way, Seko’s international 
operations go hand in hand with the 
union’s work for safer employment and 
living wages.

The union work conducted within Seko 
sectors in developing countries is not 
about charity. In these projects, focus 
lie on support by unionisation, when 
workers are in need of changing their 
situation.

Our purpose with this brochure is to 
highlight a few of the Seko development 
cooperations where working conditions 
have improved through international 
union collaboration. For instance, we 
present our projects within the telecom 
sector in Colombia and Nepal. In Nepal, 
the project reached a 99% level of 
unionised workers resulting in the 
signing of collective agreements. This 
project has been ongoing since 2009 

and shows the value and effectiveness 
of persistent unionisation work despite 
adversity. In Colombia, which is one of 
the world’s most dangerous countries 
to be an unionised worker, unionists 
face considerable risks. Supporting the 
workers in Colombia is crucial. 

To achieve the primary objective of these 
projects; to build stable unions within 
Seko sectors in developing countries, 
working widely and inclusively is of 
utmost importance. Operating strategic 
when strengthening women’s positions 
and preconditions on the labour market 
is apparent for instance in the Seko 
collaboration with female bus conductors 
in India. Other focus areas in our projects 
can be climate-related work and to 
provide union information by radio to 
illiterate fellow workers. 

I hope you will find this presentation 
engaging and that you will have the 
opportunity to see the exhibition and 
the videos connected to this brochure. 
We are proud of the work Seko conducts 
throughout the world.   

 Jens Saverstam
International secretary, Seko i världen 

In a world, and in a labourmarket that’s getting more and more 

globalised, union development collaborations stretching over 

borders are more relevant than ever. 
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The traffic is roaring around us, in an exhausting and 
choleric manner, and we feel the urge to relocate. The tallest 
building in Antananarivo is visible from all over the city and is 
also our next stop. On this particular day, a union recruitment 
workshop will take place in the skyscraper, and as we enter 
the orange and brown coloured lobby, the coldness of the air 
condition is much-needed. 

Jesse Wilderman from North America leads the workshop.  
With hands-on questions, the workshop moves forward at 
high-speed, and Jesse mixes lectures with group work and 
role-playing, all in a pedagogical rhythm. When the training 
ends, the trainees spread out in the crowded company canteen, 
and sit down at different tables, ready to recruit. The rookie 
recruiters change tables regularly, and each time passionate 
debates arise. During an hour and a half, the rookie recruiters 

manage to recruit members correspondingly to an impressive 
48%. Only two more percent and S.M.OMA will be able to 
proceed to the next step: collective bargaining negotiations.

After the success at the company canteen, the rookie 
recruiters return to the lecture hall. Their next task will be 
to develop a collective agreement and practice different 
negotiation strategies. Proposals are discussed in smaller 
ensembles, and then analysed in front of the whole group. 

When role-playing, the team have the opportunity to fine-
tune their methods, as they meet with ”sharp business leaders” 
played by Jens Saverstam a representative from Seko, and Alex 
Kolback, Jesse Wilderman and Amanita Kieta, representatives 
from UNI. The group play the part of being a delegation from 
the union with the intent to negotiate. In no time ”the sharp 
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Unionist 
and vulnerable?
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employers right and not the employees.

Previously, Yulie had to commute two hours 
to work and was therefore in desperate need of 
changing her place of work closer to her home. 
When the company didn’t offer her any possibilities, 
Yulie decided to move her home instead. Soon, after 
she and her children were becoming acquainted 
with their new neighbourhood, the company 
informed Yulie that they had redeployed her, to a 
workplace nearby her former place of residence.

– It’s apparent that they tried to provoke 
me, but I was supported by UNI, and I’m still 
working at the same workplace, Yulie explains.

The company management has banned all union 
activity during working time, which complicates 
the possibility to pursue union work. With many 
employees having long commuting times, life is 
often stressful and with little or no time left for the 
family. The ban makes it very difficult for Yulie and 
her fellow unionists to find any time available to 
meet. The management at Claro is doing everything 

it can to impede the growth of a strong union.

The average wage at Claro is 250 US dollars 
a month, and the union fee is two dollars each 
month. The union membership fees are not 
sufficient when it comes to visiting employees 
in other cities, carrying out union education 
or covering the costs to print flyers.

A constant ongoing recruitment process is 
very important and crucial to have, Yulie says. 
The primary goal is to associate as many as 
possible, but also to keep existing members still 
believing in the union. The Ministry of Labour 
approves collective bargaining agreements, and 
so far the union at Claro is still lacking one.

– It’s all about getting people to rethink. The 
more pro-union, the easier it will be to make 
the necessary changes, in this fragile democracy 
of ours. The union could be a strong force to be 
reckoned with in our society, leading the way on 
how to make changes for the better. And not only 
for unionists, but for everybody, Yulie emphases.
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          I dream that one 

day, I’ll be a lawyer 

and I’ll be defending 

workers’ rights. I would 

support them, and it 

wouldn’t cost them a 

”

” 

single peso.
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S heila grew up under rather simple 
circumstances, but her parents could still 

afford to provide for Sheila’s education. Sheila 
chose to be a social worker.

A couple of years ago, Sheila initiated a 
project with the objective of empowering women 
employees. Along with the union Maharashtra 
State Transport Workers’ Union (MSTKS), 
Sheila arranged awareness-raising campaigns all 
over the state of Maharashtra. 

– The project turned out well, and today 
we have women committees in all of the 35 
provinces of Maharashtra state, Sheila says.  
She is a union activist and works as a clerk at  
the government-owned bus company 
Maharashtra State Road Transport Corporation.

– Sexual assault and harassment of women 
are quite common in India, not only in the 
workplace but at home as well, Sheila says. 

Being employed by the bus company, Sheila 
couldn’t help but notice that her coworkers were 
experiencing different types of harassment at 
work, and so Sheila started supporting them.   

The word got around, and more and more 
women approached Sheila, sharing their 
situations.

– I knew that many Indian men see women 
as second-class citizens, but the stories I was 
told by these women... I would never, ever have 
imagined. I never thought the abuse was so 
common and widely spread. 

Sheila refuses to accept sexual assault and 
harassment of women bus conductors as being 
part of normality, neither by passengers nor  
male coworkers.

– Today, most of the bus conductors are 
unionised, and they do not hesitate reporting 
abuse and harassment, Sheela says proudly. 

Seko and the International Transport Workers’ 
Federation, ITF, supports all training and 
education within the women project.

– The support has enabled us to develop the 
project further. The solidarity we receive gives  
me strength and courage to keep up the good 
fight!

”
”I will fight for women’s rights

for as long as I live.
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The unions’ development at Ncell has become an 
undeniable success story. Previously, Ncell was owned 

by TeliaSonera but has since then been bought-up by the 
Malaysian based conglomerate Axiata Group, yet the union 
has stayed stable with continuous activity. Today, 99 percent 
of the employees are members of the union.

It’s a chilly morning as the sun rises in Kathmandu, the 
capital of Nepal. A devastating sight of the rubble of 600 000 
houses shattered by a 7.8 earthquake in April 2015, which 
caused unimaginable destruction and left more than nine 
thousand people dead. The view is staggering. 

Maruti Shandali volunteered as an aid worker when, 
immediately after the earthquake, UNI and the Youth 
Committee of Ncell carried out emergency aid in the 

worst-hit areas of Nepal. Maruti has worked at Ncell for 
seven years and is also engaged in the union as Secretary of 
the board. 

– It feels fulfilling to be able to help in a tangible way for 
those in need. Half our the country was severely stricken, and 
a lot of people were cut off in areas with no infrastructure, 
which left them without food, water, medical aid and other 
supplies. Our union together with the management very 
quickly ensured that our employees were safe and sound. 
Many had lost their houses, and so we collected some 
building material for them, and also cooperated with several 
health workers such as medical doctors and psychologists, 
Maruti recounts.

Maruti’s own family muddled through without any 

A trade union     
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n     unlike others

physical injuries, but they were fearful of aftershocks for 
weeks.

– We were terrified. For weeks and weeks, we lived in a 
tent, afraid of what might happen if we slept in our home. 
Thankfully, nothing happened, and both my family and 
our house pulled through. 

The Kathmandu sun rises above the magnificent 
scenery of the majestic mountains of Himalaya. The view 
is stunning, and accompanied by the chilly air it provides 
the ultimate refreshing sensation.

Maruti got employed right after she graduated from the 
University, at a Ncell call centre. Soon enough, she got a 
position at the head office, where she has been promoted 
several times, and Maruti wouldn’t change her job for 

anything. The average wage is 30,000 rupees (≈300 USD), 
which is quite good by Nepalesian measures. Through the 
collective agreement, wages are revised yearly.

– Unionism isn’t all about collective bargaining. To 
me, unionism is also about providing social services to 
the union members, and by that, improving their living 
conditions and quality of life. I believe that progressive 
unions are needed to be able to develop a country and for 
the society as a whole. I’m very proud of being a part of 
that development, by being a unionist, Maruti Shandali 
says. 

It is almost eight o’clock, and Maruti has got to hurry 
to work. A new day with new possibilities has awoken in 
Kathmandu.
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Rishi Mani Parajuli is the Vice President of the union at 
Ncell. He works as an engineer since 2008 and is one of 

the founders of the union. When forming the trade union in 
2009, the founders received support both by Seko and by the 
global union UNI.

– By that time, trade unions were rare in Nepal. We 
lacked both social security and labour rights. The corpora-
tion management treated the employees very poorly, and the 
wages were low, Rishi recalls. 

Some of the workers wanted to try and do something 
about the situation. They met and decided to form a union. 
The new union activity coincided with TeliaSonera being a 
new part-owner.

– Doubtlessly, our union forming activities had perfect 
timing, and we could soon enough register our organisation 

with the Nepal Labour Ministry. Out of five hundred 
employees, we have managed to unionise 99 percent, Rishi 
proudly announces.

It is a unique situation, as Nepal consistently reaches low 
levels of unionism, with the majority of the unions being 
powerless. Due to high salary levels, Ncell has become a very 
popular workplace, with 300 USD in average per month. 

– Many unions and workers from other companies app-
roach us, wanting to know more about how we managed to 
succeed at Ncell. I believe that one reason could be that our 
union is independent, we do not affiliate with any political 
party, which is usually the case in Nepal, Rishi reckons.

Shortly after its recognition, the Ncell union initiated 
collective agreement negotiations, in its ambition to sign the 
first one as soon as possible.
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AFilipino fisherman is the poorest of the poor 
and millions of seafarers and fishers have to 

work rightless under horrible conditions. This 
particular day, the fishing port of Manila has been 
flooded by a massive rainfall. Still, children carry 
on with their play regardless of being all wet, and 
rickshaws are pulled painstakingly through the 
water. 

The seafarer Joseph Llanzana is in his mid-
twenties and left his home island Palawan for the 
capital Manila two years ago. Back at home, he 
attended a seafarers’ school and had high hopes 
of becoming an Engineer Officer in international 
shipping. After three years of studies, he had to 
give up his dream. Joseph couldn’t afford to finish 
his degree. 

On Palawan, there are no possibilities to make 
a living, and Joseph started working on the ferry 
service between Cebu and Manila to help his 
parents financially. The competition for any job at 
sea is immense, and Joseph manages to get hired 
in general seven days a month. He always keeps 
his phone within-reach, in case of a shipping 
company’s call.

Joseph got to know about trade union work 
through MARINO and is one of few seafarers who 
have union training. 

– I found out about the MARINO union 
activities and got curious. Through training, I’ve 
come to realise the importance of seafarers and 
fishers working together to be able to improve our 
situation. Joseph gazes out over wheater worn ships 
that stretches to the horizon. 

In a tiny house just a little farther away, a father 
of two, 41-year-old fisher Oliver Dehitta Jr has 
made a home together with his wife and children. 
The house isn’t much more than a shack and has 
few facilities. In his home province Surigao, Oliver 
found himself unemployed and just like Joseph, he 
had to leave for Manila to look for jobs. 

Oliver was lucky and got a job on a fishing ship 
with two hundred workers, which usually catches 
tuna outside the coast of Palawan. 

– We work seven days a week and stay at sea 
seven months in a row. I can only afford to stay 
home for about a month, and then I have to leave 
for another seven months again. 

Salaries are on average 300 USD, which hardly 
covers the necessities of Olivers’ family. Still, he 
couldn’t be more grateful for having a job.

– Without my income, we would have nothing. 
Now, my children can go to school, and that is 
most important of all to my wife and me. I only 
went to school for six years, and I didn’t graduate. 

Oliver shares that he owns his house, which he 
has been able to equip with both tap water and 
electricity, facilities most of his neighbours only 
dream of having.

All of a sudden, the time has come for Oliver 
to sign on for another seven months, and he has to 
leave within the hour. 

– It’s hard for the family every time I have to sign 
on for such a long time. Not being able to be close 
to my family makes me sad, especially with the 
children. I miss them very much. But I think about 
the University degrees my children one day will be 
able to fulfil, and without this job, that dream will 
never come true.

Oliver wants to be a member of the trade union 
MARINO. Seafarers and fishers within the Filipino 
marine are forgotten by society. They lack labour 
and human rights and stand lawless before their 
employers. 

Seko works continuously with unionisation 
and trade union training amongst seafarers and 
fishers, with the ambition to unionise more and 
more marine workers through awareness raising 
activities.

Oliver waves goodbye and climbs up a rickety 
ladder into the home where his family awaits him. 
A few moments later he climbs down, with one 
hand carrying his seabag full of clothes and holding 
his recruitment papers with the other. The time has 
come for another seven months at sea.

Forgotten 
by society
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Seko´s development projects are mainly 
financed through funds from the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency, 
SIDA. In developing countries throughout the 
world, the Seko projects aim to promote the civil 
society through union collaboration.

By parliament decision, Sweden supports 
sustainable community-building in developing 
countries, through efforts like humanitarian aid 
and support for infrastructure. SIDA administers 
part of the parliament’s budget for international 
development cooperation projects. 

90 percent of Seko’s development projects are 
funded by SIDA means. The remaining 10 percent 
is financed by part of the Seko membership fees. 
The funds deriving from union fees are used 
mainly for administrating and monitoring the 

projects.

PROJECT FINANCING and support by SIDA

This production has been financed by SIDA, the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency. Responsibility 

for the content rests entirely with the creator. SIDA does not necessarily share the expressed views and interpretations.



41

ISBN 978-91-983810-1-6

9 789198 381016 >



Seko, PO box 1105,
111 81 Stockholm, Sweden 

seko@seko.se, www.seko.se

 G
ra

p
h

ic
 d

e
s
ig

n
, te

x
t e

d
itin

g
 a

n
d

 tra
n

s
la

tio
n

: W
a

ll &
 V

iv
ie

n
 K

u
ltu

rp
ro

d
u

k
tio

n
  

 ISBN 978-91-983810-1-6


