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On 15 January 2015, Syngenta Pakistan held a company event at 
the canteen of its pesticide factory in Karachi to celebrate its strong 
increase in sales the previous year, which for the �rst time exceeded 
US$ 100 million. But there was an éclat: unionist Umar Khan stood 
up to ask company managers when the workers would be paid their 
promised bonuses of one month’s wages. When it became clear that 
Syngenta was not going to keep its promise, the company’s permanent 
workers walked out in protest.

There are two classes of workers at the Swiss global agribusiness 
giant’s pesticide production plant in Pakistan (which does not employ 
women): there are the permanent workers or employees, and then 
there are the contract workers. A Collective Bargaining Agreement, 
which has been re-negotiated every two years by the Syngenta Employ- 
ees Union Pakistan, protects the permanent workers, who are a kind 
of relict from the pre-neoliberal era, when – at least to some degree 
– multinational corporations complied with Pakistan’s progressive 
labour law, and when government establishments in particular com-
plied with statutory provisions (Ahmad 2010; see IRO 1969:Section 
‘Industrial Relations’).

Weak even before 1990, Pakistan’s union movement was further 
undermined during the 1990s, which is when 80% of all public enter-
prises were �ogged off to the private sector in the context of Struct- 
ural Adjustment Programmes imposed by the World Bank and the In-
ternational Monetary Fund. The sell-off led to massive labour market 
de-regulation, and to the removal of some core areas of labour pro-
tection. Since then, multinational corporations have largely employed 
non-unionised temporary workers, whose continuous employment 
is illegal according to Pakistani labour law. To prevent companies 
from using such disenfranchised, low-wage workers, the law stipul- 
ates that, after 90 consecutive days of employment, or when they have 
been employed for 180 days in one calendar year, temporary workers 
must be given permanent contracts.

It is scandalous that the last time the company voluntarily employ- 
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ed a permanent worker seems to have been in 1986, when it was still 
Ciba-Geigy. Without the efforts of courageous unionists, only 32 of 
today’s 350 Syngenta workers in Pakistan would be on permanent 
contracts.

Moreover, at Syngenta Pakistan, labour conditions are vastly dif-
ferent for permanent and temporary workers [‘temps’]. The Collec-
tive Bargaining Agreement stipulates that permanent staff working 
40-hour weeks earn around 40,000 rupees, or around 337 euros per 
month, both in wages and supplements. Temps, however, are paid only 
the statutory minimum wage of 13,000 rupees per month (around 
110 euros, or 40 euro cents per hour) for an average of 66 hours 
over a six-day week. They are further disenfranchised insofar as they 
are not protected against dismissals and have no social security, not 
to mention sick and holiday pay. At the Syngenta plant, they are not 
even allowed to use the canteen. As an illustration of cost of living, by 
2015, the global food crisis had caused the price for Pakistan’s staple 
food, a �atbread loaf called ‘roti’, to shoot up to 12 rupees from 2–3 
rupees in 2007; local unions estimated that a family living in Karachi 
required a minimum monthly income of 25,000 rupees.

The Pakistani af�liate of the agribusiness giant headquartered in 
Basel, Switzerland, practices wage dumping at the bottom end of the 
scale of a kind that contrasts starkly with the princely salaries paid 
at the top. The local union reported that Syngenta Pakistan’s Mana-
ging Director took home a monthly 1.5 million rupees, or 12,645 
euros, and that other senior executives earned around half that sum, 
excluding luxuries such as the expensive vehicles at their disposal. 
Despite the fact that the regional Head of Operations was already 
paid 127 times more than workers on the shop �oor, 2014 manage-
ment bonuses were again very generous. To make matters worse, the 
permanent workers who left the party in protest in January 2015 
had yet to receive the promised bonuses. Nor are temporary workers 
invited to company events; they would not even dream of receiving 
bonus payments. 

Syngenta Pakistan’s ambitious goals are clearly founded on the ex-
ploitation and extremely precarious situation of its temporary wor-
kers. After ten years of tremendous average annual growth of 15%, 
the plan has been to increase turnover to US$ 300 million by 2020, 
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with a targeted annual growth rate of 20%. A reminder of this ma-
gical number had been painted in gaudy colours on a wall in the 
manager’s of�ce (WoZ 2015).
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The struggle to regularise temporary workers
On 22 December 2010, long-standing union leader Imran Ali, 55, a 
father of four, was dismissed from Syngenta Pakistan with immediate 
effect. A highly intelligent, deeply committed and pugnacious union- 
ist, Ali was �rst hired in 1982 to work at the Financial Department 
of the company then known as Ciba-Geigy Karachi. Until Ali became 
an active unionist in 1992, he had presided over the its leisure club.2 
When Novartis the merger of Ciba-Geigy with Sandoz created No-
vartis, Ali as the Secretary General of the Novartis Employees Uni-
on (NEU) was empowered to re-negotiate the Agreement every two 
years. In 1997, the NEU registered as a national union in Pakistan. 
When another merger created Syngenta [in 2000],3 Ali was re-elected 
to lead negotiations on behalf of the Syngenta Employees Union Pa-
kistan and, since 1995, has signed nine collective bargaining agree-
ments. The Union is a member of the Pakistan Federation of Chemi-
cal, Energy, Mines and General Workers Union (PCEM), with a total 
membership of 20,000. PCEM President Imran Ali has represented 
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the federation in international associations including IndustriALL. 
Domiciled in Geneva, Switzerland, the global union IndustriALL ‘re-
presents 50 million workers in 140 countries in the mining, energy 
and manufacturing sectors’ (IndustriALL 2016).

For ten years now, Ali has made it his top priority to �ght for con-
tract workers’ rights. It was in 2005 that he and his colleagues �rst 
urged Syngenta to comply with Pakistan’s labour law by regularising 
a large number of its 250 contract workers. The managers initially 
signalled their willingness to negotiate. In 2008, however, and despite 
very good business results, permanent employment was denied even 
to contract workers who had been emploed by Syngenta for many 
years.

The decision triggered an industrial dispute that has led to several 
hundred dismissals, producing stacks of court �les. On 2 June 2008, 
the Syngenta Employees Union Pakistan wrote to the factory mana-
ger, demanding ‘that the workers be given all legal rights and bene�ts 
who have been deprive[d] under the pretext of category of temporary 
and contract workers although they are performing their duties on 
permanent job[s] and posts’ (CBA/SEU 2008). Syngenta’s response 
was to weaken and disrupt the union by scapegoating the union and 
by targeting it with wide-ranging, professional activities.

The union �rst took legal action against Syngenta in 2008 for the 
company’s failure to regularise its contract workers. At the time of 
writing, the union had �led a total of sixteen lawsuits: each one of 
them had been upheld by the court. 

As the Swiss company’s subsidiary refused to issue written con-
tracts to its contract workers, the initial challenge was to prove that 
they were in fact employed by Syngenta. Moreover, the company for 
many years contested the union’s right to organise and legally repre-
sent contract workers (4 January 2010, letter seen by the author). 
Syngenta has therefore been in clear breach of the freedom of asso- 
ciation enshrined both in international law and in Article 17 of the 
Constitution of Pakistan, as well as its own Code of Conduct (see 
Box).
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Eventually, the Union managed to �le a complaint with the local 
labour court, demanding the permanent employment of 52 contract 
workers.

Syngenta responded with two new legal strategies. Not only did 
the wealthy company refuse to accept any of the court judgments, by 
lodging appeals, or simply ignoring them, it also hired Shahid Anwar 
Bajwa Law Associates, one of Pakistan’s most expensive law �rms 
and industrial consultancies, with numerous banks and multination- 
als among its corporate clientele. Syngenta’s lawyers were to prepare 
legal attacks against the unionists, and to provide the best possible 
representation in court. Arguably the law �rm’s greatest assets were 
its expertise in the �eld and the fact that Shahid Anwar Bajwa has also 
been a judge at Sindh High Court (Sindh High Court 2015), which is 
where the case of the temporary workers will end up once the local 
labour court and the National Industrial Relations Commission (Pa-
kistan), or NIRC, have dealt with Syngenta’s appeals.

From 2010, alongside its ongoing court cases, Syngenta also began 
to undermine union demands by restructuring its production pro-
cesses and installing a second shift. Everyone on the new night-shift 
was a temporary worker, and all of them newly hired by a contractor 
rather than by Syngenta. This did not, however, prevent the compa-
ny from verbally instructing each new temporary worker not to join 
the union. With the exception of the 52 claimants, all temporary 
workers were dismissed from the day shift, leaving only those 52 and 
permanent employees on the shift. As a result, virtually the entire 
production process was transferred to the night shift. It looks like the 
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strategy was not only to intimidate the workers, but also to limit the 
impact of any future strikes.

Professional union busting
On 18 December 2010, the unionists achieved their �rst success when 
the labour court ruled in favour of the union which had demanded 
that 52 contract workers should be given permanent employment. 
The Swiss company’s af�liate �led an immediate appeal. It also 
escalated the situation on its production site by launching a direct 
attack on its workers.

On 22 December 2010, just four days after the union’s success in 
court, Imran Ali told the author that he was called in to see ‘Rizwana 
Mujeeb, Head of HR, Mishir Ahmed Jafry, Manager Person and Syed 
Saeed Kahlil, Manager Information [who] forced him to sign papers 
of resignation’.4 As Ali refused to put his signature on a blank piece 
of paper,5 his employers ‘directed security guards6 already available to 
[…] throw him out of the factory premises’. 7 It was on 23 December 
2010 that Ali ‘learned of his dismissal from the plant reported in the 
local Daily Jang newspaper’ (IndustriALL April 2015). The preme-
ditated, scandalous actions by the Swiss Company’s Pakistan af�liate 
must also be seen in the context of negotiations that were to bring a 
new Collective Bargaining Agreement in January 2011.

On 24 December 2010, the day after Ali learnt about his illegal 
dismissal, three army vehicles with twenty Pakistan Rangers (see Box) 
drove up to the gates of the Swiss agrochemical giant’s pesticide ma-
nufacturing site in Karachi, after which they patrolled the site for a 
whole week. The company evidently feared a strike or some other 
kind of industrial action; trained troops in full battle gear were part 
of its strategy of physical intimidation and repressive prevention.

When questioned in court in August 2012, however, an employee 
from Syngenta’s Personnel Department declared under oath that Im-
ran Ali was the only person in the company to have been dismissed 
in the context of this ‘re-alignment’. The witness also stated that Ali’s 
performance had never given cause for complaint.8 However, in a 
letter to IndustriALL dated 26 August 2014, Syngenta headquarters 
in Basel claimed that the ‘redundancy occurred in view of an ongoing 
global re-alignment of Syngenta’s IT function9 and followed due pro-
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cedures’. The corporation was still upholding the claim at the time of 
writing (IndustriALL 2015b).

As well as dismissing the plant-level union leader and calling in the 
paramilitaries, Syngenta Pakistan also gradually began to transform 
the Union, attempting to create a new ‘yellow union’ with close ties 
to the company management. Aggressive pressure was put on the 
Union’s eight Managing Committee members. Moreover, they were 
openly offered material advantages such as cars and other privileges. 
When four of them caved in, the workers split into two union fac-
tions, one under the leadership of Imran Ali, who in 2010 was the 
Secretary General of the Syngenta Employees Union, while the other, 
‘yellow’ faction was led by Mr. Hamidullah, 10 who in 2010 was the 
President of the Union. 

By the time Ali realised what had happened, all of the union’s as-
sets, which had been intended to fund ongoing legal costs had been 
appropriated by Hamidullah, who immediately attempted to use 
them to establish a new union, an attempt that been prevented by 
legal means until the time of writing.

During the 2011 union election campaign, the management-fav- 
oured yellow faction �led a legal suit against Ali’s candidacy. Again, 
the court ruled in Ali’s favour. Although he received threats, and was 
offered compensation if he dropped his charges, Ali did not change 
his course (WoZ 2015), and subsequently was re-elected as the Uni-
on’s Secretary General. 
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In the meantime, the court had also declared Ali’s dismissal to be 
‘unfair labour practice’ and that Ali had always been fully entitled 
to all his union rights, instructing Syngenta to continue his salary 
payments. Syngenta Pakistan, however, yet again ignored the court 
ruling, forcing Ali to battle on unpaid as he had done since early 
2012.11 The intense strain took its toll on the unionist who, on 30 
June 2013, suffered a heart attack in his union of�ce, and was subse-
quently bedridden for three months. 

Although the court threw out Syngenta’s aggressive top-down class 
struggle, the management-induced split among the workers caused 
the unionists to fear a defeat if they called a strike. With reason: 
before now, terrorism charges have been brought against, and heavy 
prison sentences imposed on striking workers in Pakistan (Solifonds 
2015). 

On 25 November 2013, the members of the Syngenta Employees 
Union and 52 courageous temporary workers celebrated an historic 
triumph when the High Court of Sindh in Karachi ruled that Syngenta 
must ‘award permanent employment status’ to its temporary wor-
kers. However, in a display of arrogance ‘worthy’ of a mighty global 
company’s dealings with a so-called development country, Syngenta 
largely ignored the ruling of the Pakistani court.

While the 52 claimants have since received a somewhat higher pay 
and certain supplements, their wages still fall far short of those for 
permanent workers, not to mention retroactive payments (see Indus-
triALL April 2015). At the time of writing, however, the 52 workers 
were still waiting for written contracts from Syngenta, and had taken 
their legal action to the High Court (of Sindh), demanding full regu-
larisation including full payment of bene�ts and supplements. 

An international scandal
Since 2011, increasingly angered by Syngenta’s shameless attacks on 
labour rights at its pesticide factory in Pakistan, IndustriALL has been 
conducting a public awareness campaign in support of Imran Ali and 
the Union. So far, however, their actions – be they media releases, 
rallies outside the multinational’s headquarters in Basel, letters to the 
CEO, or appearances at annual Syngenta shareholder meetings – have 
failed to elicit any concessions from the company. 
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In spring 2015, Imran Ali travelled to Switzerland. He had been 
invited to attend a major conference at the University of Basel. Ali 
told his story to an audience of 500 attending the Multiwatch event, 
Agro statt Business.12 

A few days later, Ali and Kemal Özkan, IndustriALL Secretary 
General, spoke at the 2015 Syngenta shareholder meeting. In the 
presence of the company’s shareholders, Özkan addressed Syngenta 
CEO and Chairman: ‘My question to you is simple, why will you not 
reinstate Imran Ali and stop your ideological union busting today’ 
(IndustriALL 28 April 2015). 

On the occasion of the March against Monsanto & Syngenta on 
25 May 2015, members of MultiWatch and 1,300 grassroots sym-
pathisers expressed their solidarity by taking the Union’s demands to 
Syngenta’s Basel headquarters (MultiWatch 2015). 

Unia, Switzerland’s largest labour union, also urged Syngenta to re-
spect union rights, including all the workers covered by the Collective 
Bargaining Agreement, and providing the same workplace health and 
safety to its workers in Pakistan that Syngenta workers have enjoyed 
in Switzerland (Unia 2015). 

When Roman Mazzotta, Head Group Compliance and Trade Af-
fairs Syngenta (CWE 2015), paid a �ying visit to Karachi on 18 Feb- 
ruary 2015, he met with the unionists supporting Imran Ali. While 
Mazzotta heard their concerns, nothing has changed, however. Back 
from his trip to Switzerland, Imran Ali met with Syngenta Pakistan’s 
Head of Human Resources: Rizwana Mujeeb told Ali that nothing 
would change for him in Pakistan no matter how many more times 
he went to Switzerland. According to Markus Spörndli, a journalist 
writing for the Swiss left-wing weekly Die WochenZeitung – WoZ, 
who spoke to her during his research trip to Pakistan, Mujeeb claimed 
that Syngenta had never violated any labour laws (WoZ 2015).

Union of the disenfranchised?
Despite Syngenta’s professional efforts to dismantle the Union, the 
unionists and the Union itself have persevered. In 2014, the Union 
�led another lawsuit demanding that a further 25 temporary workers, 
who had been working for the company for more than two years, be 
awarded permanent status.13 Yet again, Syngenta responded by dis-
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missing over 100 temporary workers, including the claimants. Since 
then, Syngenta has employed no workers of its own but has ‘out- 
sourced’ jobs to other companies. As this strategy was also thrown 
out by the judges, Syngenta began to outsource its entire producti-
on, for example by dismantling packaging machines and transferring 
them to a contractor. Again, the court condemned the company’s 
strategy, which it had failed to discuss with the union.14 Once more, 
Syngenta refused to accept the ruling. Instead, the company has spa-
red no expense to keep its workers and unions disenfranchised and 
powerless. Evidently unrelated to arrogance or obstinacy, the con�ict 
hinges on ideological principle. 

In spring 2015, even the company’s own lawyer, the aforementi-
oned High Court judge Shahid Anwar Bajwa, advised Syngenta to 
negotiate with the union rather than carry on in litigation, the effect 
being that Syngenta unceremoniously took its business to another 
law �rm. 

At any rate, money never seems to have been an issue. In 2000, the 
Syngenta Pakistan management invested a large sum constructing an 
attractive three-storey of�ce building on the plant site. In 2014, how- 
ever, the management moved to premises in the Hawks Bay Road, 
Karachi’s most expensive, exclusive business district. One can only 
infer that the managers wanted to put the greatest possible distance 
between themselves and both their workers and the pesticide factory. 
Management, however, cited security reasons – whatever they may 
be. 

At the same time, the company has been forcing its least-paid work- 
ers to pay legal costs and fees which, for sixteen court cases over the 
past seven years, have run to 1.5 million rupees, or 12,646 euros, all 
of which has paid by the workers themselves.

If Syngenta has been pushing its opposition to labour unions to the 
extreme, other multinational corporations in Pakistan are also sys- 
tematically �outing Pakistani labour legislation by mostly employing 
temporary workers. At Shell, P�zer, Sano�, Philipp Morris and else-
where, disenfranchised temporary workers have been slogging for 
pitiful – if legal – minimum wages. 

However, news of the Union’s persistence in its struggle spreads 
fast. The small of�ce the Union shares with PCEM in the back room 
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of a law �rm has become a busy hub for workers from various cor-
porations. For example, wanting to know more about Ali and his 
struggle, temporary workers ‘at the oil and gas multinational Shell 
in Pakistan’ simply dropped in and, with PCEM advice, were able 
to create a union of their own. In 2015, their ‘two-year struggle […] 
ended in 300 permanent contracts for IndustriALL members’ (Indus-
triALL 2015b).

Syngenta Employees unionists have been working to establish 
structures for the systematic organisation of Karachi’s temporary 
workers in order to enforce their rights enshrined in Pakistan’s labour 
law. This may well bring about a decisive shift in Pakistan’s union 
movement, which has been severely weakened by dictatorships and 
multinationals like Syngenta that ruthlessly impose their exploitative 
power.

Exhaustively documented in stacks of court �les and reams of 
correspondence between the Syngenta management and the Union, 
PCEM and IndustriALL, the case of Syngenta Pakistan v. Pakistan’s 
Labour Unions constitutes a clear example of corporate bullying and 
worker intimidation. The case illustrates how far big businesses will 
go, ignoring local court rulings and imposing their own rules by cal-
ling in paramilitary troops – with impunity. 

Syngenta’s actions not only constitute serious violations of basic 
human rights, they also breach the global company’s own grandiosely 
trumpeted Codes of Conduct that supposedly apply to each and every 
one of its workers and employees.
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Notes:
1 Translator’s note: Paraquat has been banned in Switzerland since late 1989 and 
was banned in the EU in July 2007. That same year, ‘global sales of Syngenta’s 
non-selective herbicides, which include Gramoxone [paraquat], rose to [US]$725 
million’ (Swissinfo 2007). By comparison, in 2013, Syngenta achieved global herbi-
cide sales of US$ 1545 billion; in 2014: US$ 1445 billion; in 2015: US$ 913 million 
(Syngenta Annual Review 2015:47).
2 All employees automatically became members of the club. Picnics were organised, 
the Ciba Magazine was published and the club had a library. When Novartis was 
created, the club was dissolved.
3 See also Part Two, chapter ‘Syngenta’s genesis’.
4 Translator’s note: Names according to NIRC Islamabad Camp at Karachi, No.12 
(09/2012-K, Order 08-10-2015; source reference added by the translator. The  
German source text mentions Arshad Saeed Husain, then Managing Director of 
Syngenta Pakistan.
5 Scandalously and provokingly, Ali was reportedly expected to provide a blank 
signature, enabling any kind of future misuse. 
6 Among the security guards was Syngenta’s Head of Security, a retired army  
colonel.
7 Translator’s note: Quote from NIRC Islamabad Camp at Karachi, No.12 
(09/2012-K, Order 08-10-2015.
8 Witness statement, case no. 4A(109)/2010-K, National Industrial Relations Com-
mission (NIRC).
9 The ‘re-alignment’ project was code-named HIPPO. 
10 Translator’s note: A thorough web search has not led to a more exact name.
11 On 8 October 2015, the Full Bench of the NIRC, which had been dealing 
with the case of Imran Ali’s reinstatement and salary, dismissed Syngenta’s appeal, 
stating, ‘We […] direct the appellant [Syngenta Pakistan] to make payment of all 
admissible dues to the respondent Imran Ali from the date of illegal terminati-
on till this day within 60 days […].’ (From: NIRC Islamabad Camp at Karachi, 
No.12(09/2012-K, Order 08-12-2015; pdf copy available upon request) This in-
struction notwithstanding, at the time of writing Syngenta had paid out merely 8 
of 60 monthly wages owed. 
12 Translator’s note: The name of the event, Agro statt Business, plays on the 
homophony of agro-, as in the pre�x ‘agri(business), and ‘aggro’, a colloquialism 
for ‘aggression’.
13 Information based on information passed orally to the author.
14 On 8 December 2015, the National Industrial Relations Commission Islamabad 
Camp at Karachi (NIRC) ruled against Syngenta, citing the fact that the union had 
not been consulted. The court also directed the company to put an immediate halt 
to any unfair labour practices (NIRC 2015).


