PANAMA

Reduced Banana Operations:  Strikes and Bad Weather

At the request of the Panamanian government, the Puerto Armuelles Fruit Company (PAFCO, a subsidiary of Chiquita Brands) and the PAFCO banana workers' union resumed negotiations on 5 Oct in the Province of Chiriquí--adjacent to the Costa Rican border on the Pacific coast--regarding a new collective bargaining agreement.  

When the previous contract expired on 20 Aug, about 3,200 workers went on strike for 10 days to pressure PAFCO to renegotiate a new contract with workers and to protest the closure of three banana plantations, known as Mega 4, and the layoff of 540 laborers in June, which the company justified as necessary in order to reduce its overall production costs.

During the first 8 days of the strike, PAFCO claimed it had $1.3 million in losses, and in Sep a tropical storm destroyed 133 hectares out of 611 hectares in production and the remaining 478 hectares cannot be rehabilitated without a large investment of money, which the company says it is unable to afford at this time.  

PAFCO has struggled to survive since a three-month strike in '98 left the company with a $30 million debt and forced it to fire about 1,500 workers, according to Chiquita Brands president Steven Warshaw, who further stated that declining world banana prices and the more selective import regimen of the European Union have seriously hurt the company.  Overall, banana production in Panama has declined from 41 million 18-kilo boxes in '94 to only 29 million boxes at the end of last year.  This year's production is down by $5 million boxes, which amounts to a loss of income of about $40 million.

At the end of Aug, Warshaw warned the government that his company would have to permanently close its Pacific plantations if an agreement could not be reached soon to reduce production costs and improve fruit quality.  However, it appears that PAFCO has devised a new survival strategy that includes selling off some of its plantations to other growers, including cooperatives, in order to generate needed income and to rid itself of the nuisance of labor contracts, and then buying high-quality bananas from the independent farms based on long-term contracts at competitive prices.  Currently, PAFCO is exporting lower-grade bananas under other trade names because of the poor quality of the fruit available due to a season of bad weather and to labor problems.

Alcibiades Miranda, the president of the Panamanian Banana Association that unites independent growers, believes the banana industry to be irreplaceable in Panama, because it employs thousands of workers and generates much needed foreign income.  He warned that the strike by PAFCO workers will only worsen the current crisis in the industry and that the absence of a national banana policy by the government will only lead to further unemployment and underdevelopment in Chiriquí province and throughout the country.

On 2 Oct, PAFCO fired 400 workers who had worked for less than two years with the company, and on 5 Oct it requested permission from the government to temporarily suspend about 1,300 labor contracts between 28 Oct and 18 Nov, in an effort to reduce production costs.

Port Colón:  Good News and Bad News

The City of Colón (named after Christopher Columbus), located at the Caribbean end of the Panama Canal, has had many ups and downs in its history.  The most recent good news is that on 2 Oct the government awarded a $51.2 million contract to Desarrollo Urbanístico del Atlántico to develop a commercial and housing project in Barrio Norte over the next 20 years.  The construction phase of the project will generate about 400 direct jobs while improving the infrastructure of this urban area, which has been in decline for decades.

The bad news is that a public demonstration by unemployed workers on 17-18 Sep led to a violent confrontation with the National Police, the burning of four government vehicles, and the detention of about 50 people in the City of Colón during the evening of 18 Sep.  Marchers were demanding that the government intervene to help solve the pressing problems of unemployment and poverty that plague the port city, but the demonstration ended in violence when some members of the group began to set government-owned cars on fire and to fight with the police who tried to restore order.

The demonstrations had been organized under the banner of Alliance for Colón, which included seven organized groups of unemployed persons in the Province of Colón, which has a population of about 200,800 people and where the unemployment rate is reported to be 23.3%.  Leaders of the Alliance for Colón movement have been unhappy with solutions proposed by the government during the past few months regarding the problems of unemployment and poverty.  A previous demonstration about these issues in mid-Aug left seven policemen injured and 24 rioters detained.  

On the other hand, the government of President Mireya Moscoso stepped in to declare Colón "a zone of social emergency" on 10 Sep and created a presidential commission, led by first vice-president Arturo Vallarino, to seek to find creative solutions to these problems.  The commission also includes officials of various government ministries.  This commission is scheduled to present its preliminary findings and recommendations to President Moscoso on 24 Oct.

Emergency Declared in Indigenous Areas

The Moscoso Administration has also declared "a state of emergency" in areas of Panama with large indigenous populations in an effort to address problems caused by high poverty rates that far exceed the national average.  Moscoso made the announcement during a 4 Aug meeting with Cabinet members held in the Ngóbe-Buglé community of Quebrada del Guabo in Chiriquí Province.

This declaration will enable affected areas to receive government credits for economic development, school construction and transportation, in addition to funds to build a cultural center for exchanges among the various indigenous communities and with international organizations.

Overall, about 37% of the Panamanian population live in poverty, whereas about 60% of the Ngobe-Buglé population, including 95% of the children, live in conditions of poverty, according to government officials.  The three major indigenous groups in Panama--the Ngóbe-Buglé (also known as the Guaymí), the Kuna and the Emberá--compose about 8% of the nation's 2.8 million population.

Chemical Danger on Panamanian Island

The Panamanian government declared the island of San José, in the archipelago of Las Perlas in the Pacific Ocean, to be under "health restrictions" in early Sep and prohibited accesses to "all unauthorized personnel," due to the discovery of unexploded bombs with lethal chemical contents of World War II vintage that were found on an abandoned U.S. firing range.  If detonated, the three 3,000 pound bombs and one 500 pound bomb could cause serious damage to human life and to the flora and fauna in a radius of 2,000 meters, according to government officials.  Consequently, the government ordered the evacuation of all personnel and the closure of any commercial establishments on the island, while dispatching a security force to patrol the island and enforce the ban.

Panama has formally notified the U.S. government of the discovery and has requested that it take appropriate action under the guidelines established in the Chemical Arms Treaty of '93.  The U.S. government is obligated to respond to this petition within 30 days of receiving the notice.
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