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Abstract 
 

Through examining two recent cases of factory closures in Zagreb and Madrid, this paper 

explores the relationship between disappearing localities and the communities created and 

reproduced around them. Even when the social action aimed at preserving locality does not 

achieve its goal, this experience of struggle and solidarity brings the community closer together.  
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Introduction 

The question of industrial workers in Europe has been under the radar of urban researchers 

lately. The economic restructuring that inspired extensive locality studies in Great Britain and 

the United States during the 1970s and ‘80s consolidated in the meantime, at least in the global 

West. Nowadays, even the simple search for “workers, factories, protests” in both the news 

sources and the scientific journals will return the results mostly related to China and India. Not 

much surprise there: it is where much of the world’s manufacturing industry was moved.  

For me, the image of a blue bus bringing the workers back home around 3pm every day after the 

morning shift was part of growing up. My hometown is a small place in the mountainous 

northern region of Montenegro, but at the time when I was attending primary school it still had 

two factories with an ongoing production of wooden beams and aluminum wire. Both of them 

were parts of bigger industrial complexes, formed within the process of intensive 

industrialization at the time of Yugoslavian real socialism. By the time I finished high school, I 

got to witness many personal dramas revolving around the closure of these factories: cousins and 

neighbors were waiting on their paychecks for months, then losing their jobs and waiting some 

more for the severance pays that never arrived. The political crisis following the disintegration of 

Yugoslavia (SFRY), coupled with the efforts to adopt the neo–liberal economic model, resulted in 

a long and painful transition process overseen by irresponsible political leadership and 

incompetent managerial “experts”. Most of the Montenegrin industry didn’t survive, although the 

workers did. Those that I knew were seldom able to find a place for themselves within the new 

service economy; many of them stayed unemployed or stuck in poorly paid jobs of night guards or 

cleaning staff in one of the newly opened local hotels. As a witness of these processes and a 

member of community which suffered the direct consequences of deindustrialization, I stayed 

curious about the late European factories and their workers. The all–encompassing process of 

restructuring might have started with Thatcher in Great Britain at the end of 1970s, but it is by 

no means over.  

Industrial production in European cities after the Second World War was spread at different pace 

and under various circumstances. Differences streamed from distinct political and economic 

histories and realities, consequences of which are still evident, even though the post–1990 

development of capitalist and post–socialist cities led to them appearing to be very similar today.1 

Political realities of different parts of Europe were mirrored in the way their economic production 

was organized, with various forms of Fordism in the West, and communist experiments in the 

East. Deindustrialization had a different dynamics across these regions as well, bringing massive 

changes to the West much sooner than those would come to the East. While the oil crisis of the 

                                                             
1 Hirt, Sonia, “Whatever Happened to the (post)socialist City?” 
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1970s pushed the western Fordist system into decay and moved the focus of economic growth 

towards emerging sectors of services and finances, industrial production prevailed in the closed 

communist systems until the end of 1980s. After the fall of Berlin Wall, the political and 

economic reality was suddenly changing, with Eastern Block and Yugoslavia disintegrating 

while, simultaneously, their industries had to prepare for competing in the global market. By the 

time East started experiencing the pains of transition, the West has already underwent the 

transformation of economic system along the lines of neo–liberalism. By 2004, most of the states 

of the Central and Eastern Europe caught up with their western counterparts and joined the 

European Union (EU), which contributed to the overall economic and political stability. In the 

countries of ex–Yugoslavia, recovering from the civil wars of the 1990s, the shift to neo–liberal 

capitalism was and still is a slow and difficult process. One of the indicators that shows this 

clearly are the factories inherited from the times of workers’ self–management, many of which 

were unsuccessfully privatized and subsequently closed, or stayed in the state ownership and are 

still waiting for a suitable private investor. As the industrial production was the main pillar of 

economic development prior to changes in the 1990s, with 43% of the active population working 

in factories at the beginning of the 1980s 2 , deindustrialization caused sharp rise of 

unemployment and economic decline. Industrial workers who lost their jobs once the production 

was abandoned had difficulties adjusting to the new, service–based economy; they lacked 

knowledge required for such work and did not have time and money resources to invest in 

additional training. Smith et al.3 examined the cases of working class communities in Krakow 

and Bratislava, showing the difficulty of making a living in a new economy with the old skills. 

Many of their findings seem compatible with the lives of former workers in ex–Yugoslavian 

countries, living off their small pensions and unstable incomes coming from precarious work.  

The urban population of industrial workers is not as visible today as it was in the 1960s, ‘70s or 

‘80s, as the proportion of people it employs is much lower: in 2010, 25.2% of the employed 

population of the EU was working in industry, while 69.7% was employed in services and 5.1% in 

agriculture.4 However, physical traces of industrial past linger in our cities, whether as housing 

blocks or as the old factory buildings: brownfields in need of redevelopment, or already remade 

for a new, profitable use. Old sites of this kind, the ones that have not been serving their original 

purpose for several decades, now have a narrative, a spoken or written history of place, people 

and the meaning it had in the past.5 But, deindustrialization is not a synchronized process: it 

                                                             
2 Novaković, “Radnička klasa Jugoslavije i samoupravljanje” ("The Working Class of Yugoslavia and the Self-Management.") 
3 Smith et al., “The Emergence of a Working Poor: Labour Markets, Neoliberalisation and Diverse Economies in Post‐

Socialist Cities” 
4 Eurostat, 2011 
5 Barta et al., “Rehabilitating the Brownfield Zones of Budapest”; Dixon et al., “Sustainable Brownfield Regeneration: 

Liveable Places from Problem Spaces”; Edensor, “Industrial Ruins: Spaces, Aesthetics and Materiality” 
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depends on numerous local factors as well as global influences, and it is still happening in 

Europe. Therefore, there is an opportunity to witness, observe and explain the process: how it 

influences the workers today, and how the articulation of workers’ economic, social and political 

concerns turns these factories into localities charged with potential for social action.  
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The Questions 

Closing factories are the showcases for the transformation created in the clash of the power of 

capital and the local reaction; a clash which manifests in the consequences left for the locality 

and the community to bear. Away from the spotlight that was directed towards the restructuring 

process at the end of the 20th century, isolated from the industrial regions and largely without 

the unionized power, these factories have slim chances to survive if their survival is at odds with 

the interests of capital. How is the power of capital challenged? What are the socio–economic 

repercussions for the locality and the community? How is the social power mediated through the 

political representation? In the end, to what extent are the communities resistant to the demise 

of the factory – the locality where they were created and reproduced? 

Researching the recent cases of factory closures gives the space to employ concepts of spatially 

bounded locality, community formed around it and militant politics employed to preserve both 

the locality and, subsequently, the community. 
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Theoretical framework 

Potential for social action was found to be one of the main features of localities. This conclusion, 

explained by Cooke6 in his “Locality Debates” essay, can be drawn from the body of work done by 

the group of researchers involved in locality studies during the 1970s and ‘80s. The rise of the 

locality studies was a reaction to the changes brought about by the process of economic 

restructuring. Cooke lists the numerous studies published in the UK and the US at this time, 

where geographers and sociologists focused on theorizing “local distinctiveness under conditions 

of state–invoked restructuring”. According to him, the key findings of these studies can be 

summarized thusly: 

1. The theoretical approach of looking into industrial restructuring through local labor market 

(i.e. looking into the new investment in certain regions as dependent upon locally available 

cheap and non–unionized labor) proved to be useful, resulting in an abundancy of 

quantitative and qualitative data that “delineated internal and external articulations 

linking local and global spatial processes”. 

2. The results confirmed that localities were a little like laboratories, “in which unexpected 

compounds sometimes jelled with influential effect”.  Local ‘social capital’ – often referred to 

as ‘local proactivity’ – has been discovered; some localities self–improved their conditions of 

living and working by using the locally available opportunities. 

3. Much evidence was found of a rise in the ‘networking’ propensity of the localities, even the 

less proactive ones, which manifested in municipal enterprises, partnerships and localized 

development agencies. ‘Clusters’, however, started emerging years later, with the rise of 

collective entrepreneurship.  

4. Finally, these shifts lead to localities accepting and absorbing the change; coming to terms 

with “the demise of the grand narratives of socialism, the welfare state and the corporate 

‘job for life’ assumption.” 

Hence, in the heyday of locality studies, the localities reacted to the restructuring pressures by 

activating the social capital, taking up the local opportunities, networking and, ultimately, 

adjusting to the change. The results clearly show that the agency was an important 

characteristic of locality; the approach these studies followed assumed it. Lovering7 criticized the 

framework that has been used in researching locality before these new theoretical directions 

were established, and the way they treated locality “as an entity to which things are done by 

outside forces.” He argued that the locality research should work on identifying the social 

                                                             
6 Cooke, “Locality Debates.” 
7 Lovering, “Class Analysis and Locality Research.” 
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mechanisms by which localities shape wider economic and social processes. Cooke8 claimed the 

localities are characterized by the capacity for proactivity which differs from that of communities; 

they are equipped with the means of interest–representation, the potential to become local social 

movements, as they have the territorial constituency to which to appeal when they strive for the 

recognition of their rights. Finally, Cooke summed up this theoretical approach thusly: "The 

theorization of "locality" stresses both the external determining forces which contribute to the 

nature of specific localities and the internal agency effects of which individuals and social groups 

are capable, acting within localities by using locality as a basis for social mobilization. Locality 

may be understood as a sociospatial construct around which is gathered a significant element of 

social dynamism that drives forward the development processes of modem society." 9  This 

approach might be useful for looking into the cases of the factories facing closure; they could be 

described as localities with internal agency, reacting to the external determining forces. 

However, before starting off to see if these localities responded to the outside pressures in a way 

that resembles the broad “locality studies” conclusions listed above, it is necessary to see how 

exactly a locality can be defined and if the concept is well–suited for the forthcoming analysis.  

The work of Doreen Massey is exceptionally important for how the localities were understood and 

studied. In a paper “In what sense a regional problem?” from 1979, Massey 10 criticized the 

existing regional development policy and offered a new theoretical directions for studying the 

process of industrial restructuring. Here the concept of spatial division of labor is introduced, 

which she later developed and published in 1984, thus creating the text11 considered to be the 

most influential within the field of locality studies. Day el al.12 summarize how the localities in 

the book are defined as “profoundly shaped by their ‘roles’ in the spatial division of labor (...), 

characterized as being made up of a series of ‘layers’ of investment, one imposed upon another.” 

Hence, according to Massey (quoted in Day et al.), the locality is defined by its economic history, 

but also by the way it reacts to these “layers” bestowed upon it: “the challenge is to hold the two 

sides together; to understand the general underlying causes while at the same time recognizing 

and appreciating the importance of the specific and unique:” 

To explain this better, let’s take the example I described in the Introduction and make a short 

analysis of my hometown. The wave of investment poured into industrialization after the WWII 

turned it from a small commercial center of an agricultural municipality into an industrial town, 

with wooden industry encouraging the extensive use of the local forests. The transition period 

starting in the 1990s brought the end of the old socialist factories, thus leaving the workforce 

                                                             
8 Cooke, “Locality, Structure, and Agency: A Theoretical Analysis” 
9 Ibid. 
10 Massey, “In What Sense a Regional Problem?” 
11 Massey, “Spatial Divisions of Labor: Social Structures and the Geography of Production” 
12 Day and Murdoch, “Locality and Community: Coming to Terms with Place” 
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trained in working with wood with no job. Local entrepreneur set up his own small–scale wood 

plant, employing several workers from the old wood industry, who are now desperate for work 

and will accept low wages and unfavorable working conditions as long as they have a job. This is 

how previous investments, changes in economic environment and capital’s quest for profit shape 

the locality: the environment, the workforce, and the economic opportunities.  

Day et al. appreciate the elegance of Massey’s concept: “While this idea of local areas being 

formed by sedimented layers of economic functions is simple it allows us to capture the 

complexity of local economies. There is an articulation between the previous roles the locality has 

played and new ones. Each locality, having played a multitude of such roles must be treated as 

unique, while the processes which give rise to its uniqueness are the general processes of 

economic restructuring or the unfolding of the spatial division of labor.” However, they also find 

it to be too centered on economic factors and changes, especially those related to the labor force. 

If the locality is to encompass the local labor market, it is not clear nor easy to define what 

exactly that means, what is the extent of a labor market. They suggest adding the concept of 

community to aid in explaining the spatial social relations. The way in which this can be 

accomplished is through seeing localities as a network of institutions; in the work of Stacey 

referenced by Day el al. the institutional links within the locality are described as “horizontal” 

while those extending beyond the locality are seen as “vertical”.  This “emphasis on institutional 

inter–relationships” can be used to improve Massey’s concept of “layering”: “we can examine local 

variations in institutions, along with their linkages to outside institutions and to each other, in 

order to see how they impact on one another. By adopting this general approach we avoid 

prioritizing certain (economic) institutions over others, and we can also open up for analysis the 

role of local actors, situated within the intersecting array of institutions, in promoting or 

resisting change.”13 Thus, the relationships between the workers of a factory would be defined as 

“horizontal”, while the one between the workers and the management would be “vertical”, as well 

as the relationships between workers and the unions, or workers and their political 

representatives. Their cumulative actions define the factory as a locality; the factory, on the other 

hand, is the “spatial” component upon which the actions of all of them leave a trace.  

This is very much in line with Massey’s considerations regarding the potential for political action 

that localities can have, also explored in “Spatial Divisions of Labor”. In his essay for “Spatial 

politics” collection, inspired by work of Massey, Peck14 explains how the evolution of different 

kinds of spatial structures, their establishment, maintenance and eventual collapse and change, 

are not determined solely by the characteristics of the labor process, or the requirements of 

accumulation, the stages of the mode of production, or the demands of capital. He goes on to 

                                                             
13 Ibid. 
14 Peck, “Making Space for Labour.” 
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quote Massey: “Spatial forms are established, reinforced, combated and changed through political 

and economic strategies and battles on the part of managers, workers and political  

representatives … [They are an] object of political struggle”. Massey, as well as Peck and Wills15 

who are following in her footsteps, is making an argument for the labor as an active agent, 

capable of engaging in the construction of locality as much as the other actors – although, 

admittedly, not under the same conditions. Since workers’ joint interests and common identities 

are built around the factory, the community created and reproduced through the processes of 

acting on those interests and reaffirming the identities can and should be the basis for political 

action – for reacting to the outside changes and challenging the interests of capital. In 

“Politicizing space and place”, Massey16 points out that “all battles over space and place are in 

fact battles over spatialized social power.” What this means in the context of closing factories, 

which I suggest can be analyzed as localities facing immense outside challenges, is that these 

challenges are the expression of social power which can be contested by the workers’ community 

formed in this locality. The results of such “battle over space” are dependent upon the reactions 

of all the institutions involved in construction of the locality, of the alliances they establish and 

loyalties they pledge.  

The issue of loyalties has been tackled by Harvey17 in his work inspired by writings of Raymond 

Williams. In analyzing and expending on the concept of “militant particularism” – militant 

politics of working class communities, connected through the locality defined by dominant 

industry and through the experience of solidarity – Harvey deals with the difficulties of staying 

loyal to the struggle of workers while analyzing the overall situation and envisioning the future 

that moves beyond the temporary and spatially limited interests of this one group. “So what level 

and what kinds of abstraction should be deployed? And what might it mean to be loyal to 

abstractions rather than to actual people?” – Harvey asks. The difficulty of answering these 

questions points to the difficulty of creating the balance between the interests of different 

unprivileged groups, the difficulty of forging alliances. In a review of Harvey’s text, 

Featherstone18 expands on the problem of the opposing interests of different disadvantaged social 

groups, and writes: “It is an issue which requires engaging a whole series of question about how 

to balance the need and desire of local self–determination with the obligation to acknowledge 

one’s position in extremely complicated and interlinked transnational spatial patterns of 

injustice.” Looking into the cases of localities, pressured by different communities and 

                                                             
15 Wills, “Place and Politics” 
16 Massey, “Politicising Space and Place” 
17 Harvey, “Militant Particularism and Global Ambition: The Conceptual Politics of Place, Space, and Environment in the 

Work of Raymond Williams” 
18 Featherstone, “Some Versions of Militant Particularism: A Review Article of David Harvey’s Justice, Nature and the 

Geography of Difference” 
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institutions with conflicting interests and alliances, can provide some insight about how these 

complicated processes play out from the perspective of a disadvantaged group, and what tools of 

militant politics this group employs when reacting to defend its best interests. 
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Methodology 

The two localities studied for this research are two recently closed factories in Zagreb and 

Madrid: Kamensko and ArcelorMittal, respectively. Kamensko, closed in late 2010, used to be a 

producer of clothing and a successful representative of textile industry, which has a long 

tradition in Zagreb. In early 2012 ArcelorMittal closed its factory in Villaverde, southern suburb 

of Madrid, where steel beams had been produced for more than 50 years.   

These two cases have been chosen to illustrate how realization of the local potential for social 

action is dependent upon the different socio–economic environments in which these localities are 

placed. It would be too simplified of a view to reduce these differences to those inherited from the 

different modes of production established in Croatia (SFRY at the time) and Spain in the period 

after the WWII. While this is an important influence, it is only one of different layers that have, 

by resting one upon the other, created the environment in which the actors gathered around 

these localities are taking up the social action.  

As the focus of this paper is on workers and the ways in which they deal with the pressures 

exercised upon the localities that define their communities and identities, it is important to 

examine their experiences, motivations and positions. With that goal in mind I have conducted 

interviews with nine former workers of Kamensko and six workers involved with ArcelorMittal19. 

The examination of these two cases is largely based on the empirical material obtained through 

this qualitative research. Apart from this, the newspaper coverage of both instances of closure is 

used extensively in order to bring the positions of other actors to light, and to support the claims 

made by the interviewees. 

Both cases will be presented through four sections: 

- The Life: the story about the “old times”; testimonials about the life and community of the 

factory before the problems that led to its closure occurred. 

- The Death: why the factory was closed, and how? Different interests of various groups 

involved with the locality are identified, as well as the main points of conflict. 

- The Fight: what was the action taken in response to the pressures that caused the closure; 

what was the goal and what were the results? 

- The Afterlife: once it gets separated from the locality of the factory, how does the workers’ 

community live on?  

  

                                                             
19 More information about the research can be found in Appendix 1. 
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Case 1: Textile factory Kamensko, Zagreb, Croatia  

The Life 

Kamensko was founded on October 15th 1949, by the post–World War II communist government, 

with the aim of producing clothing for the needs of the Yugoslavian army. During the 1950s it 

started producing for foreign markets; first for the Middle East and later for several European 

countries. During the 1960s two new factories were opened in other parts of Croatia, in Grižani 

and Gračac. At the beginning of the 1970s the expansion of the main building in Zagreb (Picture 

1) was finished, giving the building the form it has today. In the period from the 1952 to the 

1973, the production and business space of Kamensko had an eightfold increase.20 

 

Picture 1: Factory building of Kamensko in Zagreb. Photo: S. Dragović 

The company was licensed by Piere Carden in 1990 to produce garments for men and women and 

continued production for export as well as for the Croatian army during the civil war in 

Yugoslavia. In 1993, it was turned into a shareholders’ company – before this, it had a form of 

Working Organization, which was one of the ways the company could be organized under the 

system of real socialism in Yugoslavia, where workers were active participants in the process of 

                                                             
20 Kamensko D.D., “Skraćeni prospekt uvrštenje dionica izdavatelja Kamensko D.D. u burzovnu kotaciju javnih dioničkih 

društava” (Kamensko Company, ''A Simplified Prospectus for Listing the Shares of the Issuer Kamensko in the Stock-
Exchange of Limited Public Companies'') 
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decision–making. This transition meant privatization – workers were given an option to buy 

shares and become owners of the company in the new system, which many of them accepted. 

Stocks of the company became available for public trading in 2004. That year, according to the 

data provided for the purposes of listing the company on the stock market, Kamensko employed 

1703 workers. By this time, all the production facilities outside of Zagreb were closed – some 

suffered damage during the civil war, some were no longer sufficiently productive.  

 

Figure 1: Average net salaries in Croatian clothing industry, compared to the national average 

Workers had lost the ownership of the factory by the end of 2000s. They have gradually sold the 

shares to someone else within the collective, usually someone at the managerial level, who could 

– and did – sell them to a third party after the stocks became listed for public trading. The 

workers sold their shares in the first place in order to supplement their monthly income, which 

was rather modest. Multiple interviewees pointed out that the textile workers were always paid 

less than their colleagues employed in other industries. According to Prlenda and Šinko in 

Milat,21 they were right: the average salary in textile industry is 50% lower than the national 

average in Croatia, while salaries of women in this sector are 30% lower than the salaries of their 

male colleagues. As Figure 1 shows, this ratio stayed more or less constant throughout the 2000s. 

Mara recalls that many workers sold their shares to a sales officer – some of them were 

comforted by the fact that their rights of the ownership stayed within the factory, still belonging 

to someone they knew, while the others didn’t care what the result of them letting their part of 

                                                             
21 Milat, “Pobuna radnica Kamenskog i kako se oduprijeti kapitalizmu (II)” ("The Rebellion of Kamensko Workers and How 

to Resist Capitalism (II)”) 
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the ownership go would be. When making a distinction between these two groups, Mara 

describes those who had more interest in the future of the factory as “those from Zagreb,” while 

those who came to work from afar every day were the ones less invested in this topic. She 

suggests that her colleagues from outside Zagreb had other important places and communities to 

belong to and depend upon (such as family farm in a village where some of them lived, and 

worked after the factory shift ends). Those who lived in the city had no such distance, as almost 

all of their working and social life was connected to the factory.   

When the stocks started being publicly traded, not many shares were still owned by common 

workers of the factory. External buyers became majority owners, and thus gained the right to 

decide how the company will be managed. When asked about the time when the decline of the 

factory started, workers refer to the period when “the people from the outside” started managing 

the company, with no understanding for the collective and, from the workers’ point of view, no 

real concern for the production. As Božica explains, “They would yell at us and insult us.” The 

number of people at the managerial positions increased – controllers, supervisors, administrators 

– while the workforce involved in the actual production declined and worked under a lot of 

pressure, since the norms that were supposed to be achieved were “very demanding”. Štefica and 

Biserka pointed out the importance of stability, and how in the previous decades of their work at 

Kamensko directors and managers would change only when the time came for them to retire. 

Sudden and frequent changes in the management of the factory, during the period from 2005 

until the closure in 2010, contributed to the feeling of disorientation among workers and hostility 

towards the managers. This might however, have strengthened the ties within the workers’ 

community: relationship between them and the new management was vertical, as the 

management was seen as an element alien to this community and with interests clearly 

extending outside the locality – the factory.  

Workers of Kamensko come from similar socio–economic and educational backgrounds. The data 

from 200422 shows that back then 533 of 1703 employees had secondary school education – 

probably related to the work with textile, while 1083 had lower qualifications. Most of the 

workers interviewed for this research came to work in Zagreb when they were very young, from 

one of the surrounding smaller towns or villages; this information, even though it is not 

statistically significant, illustrates the trend of the time, with young people gravitating towards 

industrial centers in pursuit of opportunities to master a skill and find a job. The ones who 

worked at the factory until the very end seem to belong to the same generation as well: just above 

50 years old, hence too young for retirement and too old to be a desired employee elsewhere, but 

                                                             
22 Kamensko D.D., “Skraćeni prospekt uvrštenje dionica izdavatelja Kamensko D.D. u burzovnu kotaciju javnih dioničkih 

društava” (Kamensko Company, ''A Simplified Prospectus for Listing the Shares of the Issuer Kamensko in the Stock-
Exchange of Limited Public Companies'') 
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bounded together by around three decades of working together. The fact that the vast majority of 

them are women makes their experiences even more similar, since most of them had to care for 

their families and balance home duties with obligations at work. Common challenges of the daily 

job in the assembly line, paired up with gender–based home duties and expectations to fulfill 

after the working hours formed another basis for the community of Kamensko to draw strength 

from. Shared experiences and feelings of solidarity is what Williams, according to both Harvey 

and Featherstone, considers to be the basis for a community whose militant particularism 

enables it to act politically and change the society for the better.  

Support seems to be the main characteristic of this community of dominantly female factory 

laborers. When asked about the work and life in the factory before the problems that led to the 

closure began, they talked about the challenges of accomplishing the daily norm that was 

required. The work was broken down into simple operations and workers performed as they 

would in an assembly line: if one did not accomplish the norm, the whole set of operations 

dependent on her would be delayed. Hence, the workers who were not fast enough had to stay at 

the factory longer, or come in earlier the next day and prepare the elements they were in charge 

of, so that everything can run smoothly. Several interviewees praised the supervisors who would 

help in such situations, who would assist the struggling workers and make the workload more 

bearable. Supervisors often were skilled tailors who organized the work, trained the newcomers 

and took responsibility for the work performed by their unit. 

During the years of the civil war in Yugoslavia Kamensko was working full time. When sirens 

would go off signaling the danger, workers would descend to the basement and wait for it to be 

over. Husbands and cousins of many of them were at the front lines, fighting, and community at 

the factory provided support during these several years at the beginning of the 1990s. The factory 

was also a place to seek help in times of struggling to overcome family hardship or tragedy: 

Marija remembers the support management extended when her infant granddaughter died, 

providing her with time to mourn her loss and money to cover all the necessary expenses. Marija 

implied that something like that would be unlikely to happen in companies now, as rules and 

procedures are not based upon empathy – and even if they were, managers do not have that kind 

of relationship with and understanding for the people they manage.  

Apart from dealing with the crises together, workers of Kamensko enjoyed the good times as well. 

“We were like a family. Celebrating birthdays and holidays together, singing, sharing food, 

making parties,” remembers Mara, who was also a leader of the company’s Firefighters 

Association. Members of that organization were volunteers who occasionally traveled across the 

country to compete with similar associations from other parts of Yugoslavia and who won several 

trophies on behalf of Kamensko. Štefica tells about the dancing evenings that used to be 

organized at the factory’s dining hall, in the 1980s, with live music and military officers coming 
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to attend, along with guests from other factories. Like many other companies at that time 

Kamensko had its own summer resort in Crikvenica, at the coast of Croatia, where workers and 

their families would often spend their summer vacation together.23 Besides being members of the 

factory collective, workers of Kamensko were also members of the union. Biserka recalls signing 

up for the union membership as soon as she started working – she was very young and turned to 

her colleagues for advice on the matter, and they encouraged her to join as everyone else was 

already a member. She remembers that for her one of the benefits of being in the union was that 

she, as a single mother, was eligible to go to the vacation for free one year, along with her kids. 

Union membership was paid on a monthly basis. 

Before privatization, workers participated in managing the factory through workers’ councils. 

Members of these bodies were chosen by their working units; they held meetings regularly and 

the management was obliged to inform them on how the company was doing. They were entitled 

to suggest how to deal with the challenges the factory is facing and to participate in making the 

decisions. Mara remembers that, at the time when producing men’s shirts stopped yielding the 

necessary revenue, the idea to start the line of garments for women was suggested by the 

workers’ council and subsequently put into practice. Some form of this body was kept after 

privatization for a while, as now workers were the shareholders and preserved the right to have a 

say in how their company is doing business. However, this did not last for long – according to 

several interviewees, councils were shut down because they often opposed managerial decisions. 

Former workers now understand this as another sign that they should have perceived as a 

warning, foreshadowing future decay.  

At the end of 2010, Kamensko was left with 426 workers. Talking about the end of the factory, 

Bega said: “Younger people sought other jobs and left if they found any. We had to stay, as we 

had nowhere to go: if you are 50 years old, you’re too young to retire, but too old for anyone else to 

want to hire you.” 

The Death 

The closure of Kamensko was preceded by seven months long period during which the workers 

were not paid at all. Working days and shifts were organized as usual, but the salaries kept being 

postponed “until tomorrow”. Bega admits that it is difficult to understand why someone would 

just keep working under these conditions: “I used to say that people should not work if they are 

not paid – if they don’t get the salary for one month, they shouldn’t just keep working. But it’s 

different when it happens to you, you keep hoping. Besides, you don’t have anywhere else to go 

                                                             
23 Benačić, “Intervju o nekim drugim vremenima: znate li da su nekoć naše radnike tjerali da se odmaraju na Jadranu?” 

("An Interview of Some Other Times: Do You Know that Once Upon a Time Our Workers Were Forced to Go to the 
Adriatic Coast for Vacation?") 
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and work, there are no other options.” The situation went so far that the controllers for the public 

transportation started remembering the “Kamensko gals” and let them ride without a ticket, 

expressing in this way their solidarity and hope that the workers would soon get their money and 

be able to pay for the ride. 

Testimonies of Kamensko workers about their history at the factory seem to be nothing out of the 

ordinary for a collective of a company built and operated within the real socialism system of 

SFRY. However, what sets Kamensko apart is not only its operational longevity – not many 

Yugoslavian factories managed to stay operational until 2010 without being taken over by a 

foreign investor – but also the visibility of its workers’ protest, which was the focus of the media 

not only for months, but years after it started. It became somewhat of a symbol of how workers 

should stand up for their rights. Ironically, Kamensko workers’ demands have not been met yet 

and there is no guarantee that they will ever be. This does not change the fact that their action 

was, and is, important: it mobilized other actors from different social spheres in an attempt to 

point out the problems of industrial workers (especially female)24, and provided a clear example 

of the consequences of corrupt political and dysfunctional judiciary system. 

The Fight 

After the seventh month without the pay had passed, in September 2010, group of twenty 

workers started the ten days long hunger strike at the park in front of the factory. They were 

supported by their coworkers, but could not involve more of them in the strike as the police could 

not guarantee the safety of a group of more than twenty people. They slept in the park, worked 

their shifts and demanded to be paid, but also aimed to draw the public attention to their 

problems and the struggles of Croatian textile workers in general. One of the Croatian online 

magazines wrote a supportive story about the strike, but ended it with a note on how ordinary it 

is to see workers of some fallen factory protests in Zagreb and how sad that the protest of 

Kamensko will only have the usual five minutes in the spotlight and then disappear from the 

public eye.25 That is the sense of hopelessness that even the participants of the protests had, 

aware that their stories are far from unique and that the wider community seldom has the time 

or interest to invest in supporting their cause. The support, however, arrived – from the 

neighbors and students, many of them from the Faculty of Philosophy, who appeared on the 

second night of the protest carrying the poster that read “One struggle, one world,” as Štefica 

remembers. Support also came from the Red Cross, in a form of a tent where workers could sleep. 

Citizens could sign the book of support for workers and many did, while media covered the 

                                                             
24 Miloš, “We Were Destroyed by Capitalism!”, Radničke vijesti, “Što se dogodilo s tekstilnom industrijom?” ("We Were 

Destroyed by Capitalism!", Workers’ News, "What Happened to the Textile Industry?") 

25 Bačić and Opačić, “Glad i bijeda radnica Kamenskog” ("The Hunger and Poverty of the Kamensko workers") 
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protest extensively. Although this experience was physically and emotionally exhausting, the 

worst memory of the strike for Bega was a visit paid to the workers by the director of the factory, 

few days after the strike was started. He offered to buy them some “ćevapi” – traditional, 

sausage–like grilled meat, popular fast food in the Balkans. This was a mockery, an insult to the 

workers who opted for this way of protesting because they could no longer sustain themselves 

after working for seven months without pay. Workers were offended, but not surprised: such 

behavior was one of the indicators of the degree to which new management was unable to 

empathize with them. This lack of understanding and trust between labor and the management 

accompanied the decline of Kamensko during its final couple of years, as all the interviewees 

witnessed. The union was not of help to the workers either, advising them to abandon the strike, 

which workers did not accept. 

Ten days after the protest began, a solution was not yet found. “We had to make a decision: we 

could either die of hunger and exhaustion in the park, which wouldn’t be wise because it wouldn’t 

accomplish anything, or we could continue the protest in some other form,” says Djurdja, one of 

the leaders of the strike at the time. They moved the strike inside the factory and started 

organizing daily protests by walking from the factory to the city center and back (Picture 2). 

“Some people joined us, students joined us, Green Party joined us, media reported about our 

case,” Mara says about the protest walks.  

 

Picture 2: Protest of Kamensko workers; Photo: G. Mehkek 
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Another act of support the workers found important came from the two representatives of the 

Italian company which was one of the company’s main foreign customers. They walked with the 

protestors and encouraged the management to find a solution, offering assistance in 

restructuring the factory. Božica, who worked as a supervisor at Kamensko, claims that she had 

an inside information about this Italian company offering to rent the factory space for two years 

and continue production by keeping at least half of the workers employed. According to her, “It’s 

better to have 200 people at work and make some sort of retirement arrangement for the 

remaining ones, than all of 426 of them at the Unemployment Bureau. But no one wanted to 

work with that suggestion.” Instead, the factory soon closed for good. Mara remembers that “one 

Saturday, the supervisor came and gave us our documents, informing us that we will no longer 

work as the factory is closing. He told us that we should go to the Unemployment Bureau. It was 

awful when on the following Monday more than 400 of us gathered in front of the Unemployment 

Bureau, it was sad. I have never been to that place before in my life,” Mara, for whom the job at 

Kamensko was her first and the only job, remembers.  

The newspaper have written about Kamensko filing for bankruptcy at the beginning of October 

2010, following the request for the debt payment filed by one of the foreign creditors.26 Less than 

two months later, on November 26th, the factory was closed. Some of the economic analysts 

explained the end of Kamensko by suggesting that the closure was an inevitable result of the 

company’s low productivity and inability to compete with low–cost garments of international 

clothing chains, arriving to Croatia together with the market liberalization.27 This, however, is 

not a complete and satisfactory explanation: according to workers’ testimonies, much of 

Kamensko production was done for the export, pre–ordered by Italian and German companies for 

whom the factory did low–paid, work–intensive job of sewing. This makes it less exposed to the 

competition in the domestic market. The low productivity was an indicator of poor management 

decisions, also recognized by the workers as increased pressure and borderline harassment they 

started experiencing at work in the years leading up to closure. Further evidence of the 

managerial abuse of power can be found in the fact that multiple members of the board of 

directors were prosecuted by the state because of the misconduct of the bankruptcy procedure 

and misuse of the company’s funds. In 2011 the Commercial Court found that Antun Crlenjak, 

the former director of Kamensko, was guilty; he was sentenced with approximately 3.000€ in 

fines. In a separate processes, members of the managerial and supervision boards were sued by 

the workers, with the non–governmental organizations (NGOs) Pravo na grad (Right to the City) 

                                                             
26 Kuskunović and Milovan, “U Kamenskom pokrenut predstečajni postupak” ("Pre-bankruptcy Proceedings Initiated in 

Kamensko”) 
27 Bošković, “Nisu htjeli promjene. Zaduženi i bez pomoći bili su lake žrtve krize” ("They Did Not Want Changes. Indebted 

and Without the Aid, They Were the Obvious Victims of the Crisis”) 
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and Zelena akcija (Green Action) supporting them and providing the necessary technical 

guidance.28 Since then, several managers and supervisors of Kamensko have been indicted for 

different crimes related to financial fraud and speculation and have spent time in prison29, but 

none of these processes has been brought to an end yet. There seems to be, however, strong 

evidence that people leading the factory through its final years have had ties with companies and 

individuals involved in real–estate speculation in Zagreb, and would benefit from shutting down 

the factory in order to build in its attractive location. 

 

Picture 3: Park and a parking lot across the street from Kamensko factory. Photo: S. Dragović 

The building of Kamensko is situated close to the city center and across the street from a public 

park named after Croatian late president, Franjo Tudjman (Picture 3). The land is suitable for 

real–estate development, and it is highly valued. The idea to relocate the industrial activity from 

this area has been around for more than a decade; a project proposal from the 1998 by architect 

Nenad Fabijanić planed on tearing down the factory building and making a swimming pool and 

an underground garage.30 To make the space for such project, Kamensko would buy a new piece 

                                                             
28 Gaura, “Bivši čelnik Kamenskog kažnjen sa 22 tisuće kn: ‘Država ga nagradila za uništenje naše tvrtke’” ("Former 

Executive of Kamensko Ordered to Pay 22 Thousands HRK: ‘The State Awarded Him for the Destruction of Our 
Company’”) 

29 Hina, “Slučaj Kamensko: Počinje suđenje za aferu Kobilje mlijeko” ("The Kamensko Case: The Trial for the Mare's Milk 

Affair Begins”) 
30 Renić, “Lenucijeva potkova 21. stoljeća” ("Lenuci Horseshoe of the 21st Century") 
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of land in the suburbs and build a new factory there. The interviewed workers knew about these 

ideas, but did not believe they would come through. Božica explains that she was aware that the 

factory is not performing well enough financially to be able to buy the new land and build new 

facilities: “I know from my own experience: if my husband and I are making enough money to be 

able to save some, then later we can go shopping and buy what we need for the household. If we 

don’t make enough to save, than we can’t afford anything extra. Towards the end of 2000s, 

Kamensko didn’t make enough money to have any savings.” She is, however, still puzzled that no 

one thought of renting some other space is the city, as there are plenty of old industrial buildings 

where production could be organized: “If the management really wanted to empty the Kamensko 

building in order to tear it down and start building something new, they could have tried to find 

a solution for the workers as well, without leaving them out of work and robbing them of the 

money they earned.”  

 

Picture 4: Tearing down parts of the Kamensko complex, photo: T. Kristo 

In the end the production was not moved, but simply ceased. Part of the factory complex has been 

torn down in July 2015 (Picture 4), presumably to make space for a new mixed–use building that 

is supposed to be built in place of an old Kamensko shop.31  

                                                             
31 Pandžić, “Ruše Kamensko” (“They’re Demolishing Kamensko”) 
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The project of redeveloping the park in front of Kamensko has slightly changed over the years32; 

it was recently presented to the public again and its implementation is supposed to be 

commenced soon33. The project is part of a bigger plan, also created by architect Fabijanić, 

dubbed “Integrated City” and heavily promoted by the city government. The plan entails tearing 

down whole blocks of buildings, relocating the railway and building extensively; it has been 

criticized by experts in the field,34 activists and citizens as exclusive, dismissive of the city’s 

history and beneficial for the real–estate speculators. In an essay criticizing the reconstruction of 

the square within the Integrated City project (for being done without a proper public competition 

for an adequate solution, while counting on displacement of Kamensko production and its 

workers), Mucko35 writes: “The planned translocation of the factory, the recommencement of 

production, and the payment of delayed salaries seemed marginal in terms of the market, 

unimportant and burdening compared to signifying the factory space as reduced to its essentials 

– as real–estate. The Integrated City determined the value of that real estate quite directly: the 

land plot coincided with the locality foreseen for the noble construction of metropolitan facilities, 

namely the residential and commercial complex (…) Endorsement of the interests of gross capital 

and the systematic destruction of Kamensko are parts of the same process.”  

The Afterlife  

Four and a half years since the closure of Kamensko, workers remember the factory life vividly 

and are not indifferent towards the future of the building where many of them spent all of their 

working years. However, what they are really nostalgic for is the community – the one formed at 

the factory as well as the broader, wider community of people similar to them, who worked in 

other factories, shared similar lifestyle and were an important and visible part of urban 

population. This should not simply be written off as “everyone would like to go back to the good 

old days.” Workers of Kamensko who participated in this research feel that the system has failed 

them, that they were manipulated by the management and left without any options for moving 

on. Institutions that should have been able to help, like the Commercial Court, the 

Unemployment Bureau and social services, have also turned out to be a bureaucratic maze, 

limiting their rights and options at every turn. “Nobody taught us how to handle this capitalism,” 

Djurdja says.  

                                                             
32 Službeni kanal Milan Bandić, Prezentacija Projekta Trga Dr. Franje Tuđmana (Milan Bandić Official Channel, Presentation 

of the Project for Dr. Franjo Tudjman Square) 
33 Simić, “Projekat uređenja Trga Franje Tuđmana” ("Project for the Design of Franjo Tudjman Square") 
34 Milas, “Zaustavite Fabijanića: Protest protiv gradnje na Trgu Francuske Republike” ("Stop Fabijanić: Protest Against the 

Construction in the French Republic Square") 
35 Mucko, “From Tuđman’s Workshop of Privatization.” 
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After the factory was closed, the workers did not give up on the unpaid salaries and severance 

pay they were owed and they appealed to the court. The group was represented by the lawyer 

who, as Mara remembers, suggested forming a non–governmental organization, so that the 

workers can keep in touch and keep each other informed about the progress of the case. Some of 

the students who joined them during the protests had the same idea in mind. The NGO was 

created in 2011 by a group of workers, with a name Kamensko Opened (KO) and an aim to help 

the group cope with the new circumstances. Essentially, this was an attempt to provide some 

space and continuity for the community created at the factory, to keep the mutual, internal 

systems of support as the external ones were proving to be unreliable. New challenge arose: since 

community needs a place, one needed to be found: to serve as a permanent meeting spot and as 

an office. Media helped exercise some pressure upon the Municipality of Zagreb and the mayor 

himself, which resulted in workers’ NGO moving into a space owned by the municipality, with 

affordable costs of rent and utilities (Picture 5).  

 

Picture 5: Office of the Kamensko Opened. Photo: S. Dragović 

As they were out of work, members of the organization started trying to obtain tools and 

materials necessary for a workshop that could function within the NGO and maybe make some 

income by fixing old and making new clothes for private customers. They used the media 
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spotlight, which their story still attracted36, to inform the public about their plans and to ask 

people to donate the old sewing machines they don’t use, or cloth and other materials such as 

cotton and buttons. “Donations came from all over Croatia. People’s support made our work 

possible,” says Djurdja, the director of the NGO. The relevance of Kamensko story was also kept 

from fading away by their public performances, such as the one Croatian theater director Lenka 

Udovički organized with several workers and professional actresses (Picture 6), titled “The 

Unbreakable Threads,” on the topic of hardships the women of Kamensko suffered after losing 

their jobs.37 

 

Picture 6: Workers of Kamensko in the “The Unbreakable Threads”, photo: D. Lovrović 

Gradually, the NGO expanded: in an improvised sewing workshop, using old machines and 

donated materials, former Kamensko workers started making their own designs, which they 

presented to the broader audience in a runway show (Picture 7) organized in a Cultural–

Informative Center, on September 27th 2013, with the support from the City of Zagreb.38 This 

was a way to mark the date when the factory filed for bankruptcy and to have a conversation 

about the problems of employment for women.  

                                                             
36 Majdandžić, “Sutra obilježavanje godišnjice gladovanja radnica Kamenskog” ("Tomorrow is the Anniversary of Kamensko 

workers’ Hunger”) 
37 Tportal, “Performans o socijalnoj propasti Kamenskog” ("The Performance on the Social Collapse of Kamensko") 
38 Gradske vijesti, “Zagreb za Kamensko” (City News, "Zagreb for Kamensko") 
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Photo 7: The first runway show of the Kamensko Opened organization, Photo: S. Jandjel 

The organization started getting orders from other NGOs, small Croatian boutique businesses 

and even political parties – the last presidential campaign of the former Croatian president Ivo 

Josipović had the jackets for the campaign made by Kamensko Opened workshop. 39  They 

managed to rent another, bigger space from the municipality, where they permanently set up the 

sewing machines (Picture 8), while keeping the old space as an office. The office is equipped with 

a computer, a printer and a scanner – second–hand devices donated by the mayor’s office, 

Djurdja explains.   

KO started organizing courses where they teach sewing, tailoring and knitting, driving a lot of 

interest from mostly women, young and old, wanting to learn these skills. Organization now 

employees eight women and engages several volunteers, including the president and the 

accountant, who are both retired and hence not in a dire need of an additional monthly income. 

The accountant is not a former worker of Kamensko factory, but a woman who found out about 

the struggles and activities of these women from the media and who offered her services for free 

in order to support the organization. 

                                                             
39 Špoljar, “Josipović posjetio Udrugu Kamensko” ("Josipović Paid a Visit to the Kamensko Organization") 
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Picture 8: The workshop of Kamensko Opened. Photo: S. Dragović 

Eight workers getting a job within the framework of an NGO, out of the 426 of them who were 

left jobless when their factory closed – it does not sound like a particularly successful story. 

However, considering the context in which workers did not have the power to sustain the factory 

work, with salaries and severance pay not yet paid, it might be the best that could have 

happened to Kamensko workers. KO gave to its eight employees opportunity to provide the 

means of subsistence, but it also became an important, though informal community center – and 

not just for those whose approximate addresses are shown in Figure 2, who live relatively close to 

the former factory and the new offices and can make a visit if they wish. Workers who used to 

commute long distances to get to work to Kamensko (Figure 3) can have special use of the 

organization’s community function, which is manifested in three ways. 

First, it makes it easier for the former workers of Kamensko who are not involved in 

organization’s daily activities to get information about the court proceedings and any other news 

related to workers’ claim of their salaries and severance pays. As Marija says, “Djurdja calls us 

when there is a meeting to attend, or informs us by phone about new developments so we always 

know what’s going on.” The organization also tries to use its visibility to help in solving acute 

problems of the former workers. Damir, a former warehouse worker and the only male employee 

of Kamensko included in this research, is thankful for the organization’s help in providing wood 
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for heating his home over the winter, which he couldn’t afford as he doesn’t have a regular job 

and receives social services’ help of only 700 HRK (around 90€) a month.   

 

Figure 2: Zagreb: Kamensko factory, NGO office, and homes of workers participating in the research 

 

Figure 3: Croatia: Kamensko factory, NGO office, and towns from where some workers used to commute 
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Second, the organization presents the case of the Kamensko workers to the general public 

through the media channels, keeping the story compact and focused, hence easier to understand 

and empathize with. If there was no such organization, individual stories of Kamensko workers 

would likely dissolve and disappear among the multitude of similar stories of former industrial 

workers of Zagreb. This benefits all the former workers of Kamensko who are waiting for their 

money, as there is a sense that not only the former employees, but the general public as well are 

waiting for the epilogue of this case and expect it to be fair to the workers. It might, however, 

result in the story becoming somewhat simplified, deprived of details about particular cases and 

individual struggles, as well as oriented more towards the short–term relief that belated 

severance pay would bring to the workers than to the need to request the evaluation and 

subsequent change of the system which left workers in this position in the first place. KO is 

trying to rectify this by participating in round tables and public events where their 

representative, most often their president Djurdja, speaks about the need to support workers, 

protect them from possible manipulations by employers and help them get timely law protection. 

Although the organization is visible and active in supporting the workers’ rights and promoting 

women’s rights, they do not support any political party in Croatia. “We cannot support anyone 

who contributed towards creating the system in which we now cannot get justice, even though we 

have been actively fighting for it for almost five years,” Djurdja says. Social Democratic Party 

supported their cause and Kamensko Opened made some promotional material for their 

presidential candidate, but that was the limit of the relationship: “We did business with them. 

Supporting us is nice, but it doesn’t solve the problem. We need systemic failures to be fixed, and 

there seems to be no political party in Croatia who is committed to doing that now,” explains 

Djurdja.  

Third, Kamensko Opened does not limit their activities to helping only to the other former 

workers of Kamensko. Recently, the organization hired a woman who is a trained tailor, but who 

was a domestic abuse survivor and needed a job in order to provide for herself and her kids and 

become able to leave the abuser. “She came to us after she explored all the other options and was 

rejected over and over again. She was a woman in trouble and we had to find a way to help her. 

Now she works with us and everyone is very content with her contributions to our workshop” 

says Djurdja of the only KO employee who is not a former Kamensko worker.  

While I was observing the work of the organization I witnessed two visits which were illustrative 

of how the local community perceives Kamensko Opened. One was by an older man whose wife 

recently passed, leaving behind many hand–made pieces of clothing and a lot of textile materials. 

One sweater she had started knitting stayed unfinished, and the man brought it to the 

organization, along with some donations in cloth and cotton: “If you could finish knitting the 

sweater, I would really like to see it done,” he said, explaining that he is confident that women of 
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KO will do it well, and that he wants to support their work by hiring them and donating supplies. 

The other visit was by a young woman with a master degree in textile design, who was searching 

for an opportunity to work and who brought some of her samples for members of the organization 

to see and decide if they have anything that she could do and be paid for. “All the ads for jobs 

that I see through the Unemployment Bureau are fixed for someone in advance, and there is not 

many of them anyway. I was hoping I would find something here,” she explained. Djurdja 

instructed her to apply for the paid internship, which is organized and funded by the state, 

available for young professionals of all profiles and done in one of many companies or 

organizations around the country who decided to participate in this government–sponsored 

training. Kamensko Opened has already had several such interns – young people with broad 

theoretical knowledge would come to acquire some practical skills in working with textile.  

“It is nice to be a teacher,” says Štefica. “They are very knowledgeable young people, but some 

things you can only learn by working in a big factory and we are trying to pass it on to them, as 

they will probably never get to have that factory experience.” What the career paths of the young 

people of Zagreb educated to work with textiles will be is not clear; the industry is in a constant 

decline. According to Milat40, 110.000 workers in Croatian textile industry have lost their jobs 

since 1990: the number of employees dropped from 130.000 in 1990 to 21.400 at the end of 2011. 

Figure 4 shows the declining trend of 2000s. Still, many students get undergraduate and 

graduate degrees in this discipline. Božica doesn’t believe that the big factories are the solution 

for the future, and points to the obvious evidence of the demise of the industry: “When we were 

young, Ilica41 was filled with stores and workshops of artisans and tailors who would take you as 

an intern and teach you how to do the job. None of that exists anymore.” The girl who came to 

KO in search for a job says that she is already making purses in her own improvised studio at 

home and hoping to advance as a designer, but that it would be nice to work with someone and 

have at least some stable income. She, too, could benefit from the community of Kamensko 

Opened.  

                                                             
40 Milat, “Pobuna radnica Kamenskog i kako se oduprijeti kapitalizmu (I)” (Milat, "The Rebellion of Kamensko Workers and 

How to Resist Capitalism (I)”) 

41 One of the central streets of Zagreb 
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Figure 4: The decrease in number of workers employed in the Croatian clothing industry, Source: Croatian 
Bureau of Statistics, www.dzs.hr 

While the organization advocates for all the former workers of Kamensko to be rightfully 

compensated, not all of them are its members. Djurdja and her colleagues estimated that KO has 

around 100 members, and while the others could join, not all of them want to. Two of the 

interviewees included in this research were not involved with Kamensko Opened. Božica explains 

how she could not handle the hostile atmosphere at the factory that preceded its closure and 

decided to quit just before the workers started protesting, after 32 years of work. At the time, law 

still made it possible for her to apply to the Unemployment Bureau and receive a monthly 

allowance for 5 years, until she reaches the age limit for retirement. “I quitted, so I lost my right 

to the severance pay. That’s all right, as instead I got 5 paid years from the Bureau, and I will 

soon be able to retire. The last two years at work were awful, I had a lot of difficulties coping with 

it and I needed to distance myself from the whole story. I have children and grandchildren, I 

have a sewing machine at home and I make some clothes on my own, as I am a trained tailor. I 

like to remember good years in Kamensko and I like when I meet old colleagues in the street, but 

I needed a distance in order to move on with my life.” Mara participated in the strikes and 

worked with the others on creating the organization at the very beginning, but decided not to 

continue as she feared it won’t last: “Seeing our factory ruined was very painful for me, I suffered 

a lot. I don’t think it would be wise for me to keep myself attached to the organization, as it might 

also stop working. I don’t know how long it will last. Then I would have to cope with another loss. 
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It’s better if I don’t get attached.” Mara volunteers, goes to church and frequently visits her 

cousins in the countryside.  

The other workers whom I interviewed, who are members of the organization but not employed 

there, are glad that Kamensko Opened is working well; they go when the meeting is scheduled or 

stop by and visit their former colleagues sometimes. Marija, who recently obtained the 

documents for early retirement due to her health condition, says that she would not be suitable 

for work in the organization as she performed only simple operations during her years in 

Kamensko and would have to learn a lot before she would be able to significantly contribute to 

the sewing workshop in the organization, as the work now is much more individual than it used 

to be at the factory. Bega works as a cleaner when she can find work and looks after her 

grandchildren, but she communicates frequently with her peers at the organization. Suada also 

works as a cleaner when the opportunity arises and hopes that workers will soon get the money; 

at least some of it, since the factory couldn’t be saved. “We spent our best years in Kamensko, 

and we all wanted to stay in Kamensko until the time for retirement comes. Since the factory 

didn’t last, we made an organization to revive it, to have a place for work and ourselves until it is 

time to retire. We are much stronger together.” – Suada explains.  

Former workers of Kamensko factory and current members of KO are proud that they have 

stayed together, became visible and brought the processes that resulted in the closure of their 

factory under the scrutiny of the public eye. Workers are satisfied that some of their managers 

are subjects of police investigation. “They expected us to be silent, to just disappear,” Štefica says. 

“They thought that we, “the grandmas” as they called us, will be quiet – and they were wrong. 

We caused them a lot of trouble. (…) If we weren’t that persistent, they would now probably be 

building expensive apartments in our factory’s location and not fearing the prison.”  

The assumption that the workforce of Kamensko will take the circumstances of the factory’s 

closure in a calm way because it mostly consists of women turned out to be wrong. The likely 

existence of such assumption can be expected in this case, based on the way in which workers of 

Kamensko were treated by their employers and state officials. Several interviewees admitted 

that they felt they were expected to stop any sort of argument or resistance if their superior yells 

at them, and yelling became the normal way of communicating with workers during the last few 

years at the factory.  

Trying to intimidate the workers was far from being the only form of sexism at this company. 

Other forms, however, are also characteristic of the textile industry as a whole, which is 
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traditionally female and underpaid42. In addition to earning the salary more than 50% lower than 

the Croatian average, women in textile industry are also less likely to get ahead in the company. 

The situation in Kamensko is an illustration: women were performing the physical labor, while 

most of managerial positions were occupied by men. “They climbed the company ladder faster 

than us, they were promoted much sooner than us,” Biserka remembers. Men were also doing the 

work in the warehouses and in machinery maintenance, but the women were the ones who had to 

accomplish the daily norm in order to be adequately paid, which made their job more stressful. 

Some were even subjected to sexual harassment – asked to engage in a sexual relationship in 

order to get small favors from their superiors, such as switching shifts in order to meet 

commitments in the household more efficiently. Still, women of Kamensko associate the time of 

stability and progress with the male leadership and slow and rare changes, while they describe 

the time of decline as the period when women took over. It is important to understand that the 

leaders from the time of stability not only were men, but were the men who worked in the factory 

for almost their entire life, and gradually came to hold the executive position. Women from the 

turbulent times were also outsiders who came to manage the factory they had no history with. 

Hence, aversion towards these new managers might have to do more with continuity and 

community than with their gender.  

Even though the female workers of Kamensko did not have an easy job at the factory, they found 

themselves in a much more difficult position when they entered the job market again, after the 

factory was closed. Štefica was openly told in a job interview that “we would not hire a grandma,” 

even though she was only 50 years old at the time. Bega sometimes works as a substitute cleaner 

at the school – she tried to get a permanent job as a cleaner, but employers avoid hiring women 

her age and they cite this as a reason for not giving her a job. She is now almost 56, and she 

needs to be 60 in order to be eligible for the retirement; she has 28 years of work on the record, 

and she would need 32 to retire. If Kamensko kept working, she could have retired in September 

2014. Now, she can only wait until she reaches the age limit. Marija’s health was damaged from 

the stress caused by the loss of job and the factory closure – she now struggles with severe 

respiratory and heart conditions. This increased her medical expenses, and at the same time 

made her unsuitable candidate for a new job. The last four years were difficult, with a constant 

lack of money to cover basic expenses and repay the bank loans which were taken out while the 

factory was still working. She retired recently, as she reached the age limit and supported her 

appeal with a medical file documenting chronic illnesses. The pension is small, but it is at least 

something. When asked about her experience from the period of waiting for the retirement age to 

                                                             
42 Milat, “Pobuna radnica Kamenskog i kako se oduprijeti kapitalizmu (I)”; Baševska, “Tekstilna industrija - plakatni primjer 

nesigurnih oblika rada” (Milat, "The Rebellion of Kamensko Workers and How to Resist Capitalism (I)”; Baševska, 
"Textile Industry – the Poster Example of Precarious Work") 
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come, she says: “For the last four years, not one person from the state institutions asked how I 

made it, how I survived at all without any income. Neighbors helped me, common people similar 

to me. Poor helping poor, without state even once asking: how do this people manage?”  

There are not many jobs that the women in their 50s with a very specific, “textile worker” set of 

skills can do, but when they have to keep supporting themselves and their families it is necessary 

to find something that pays. As this process is difficult, often cruel and mostly unsuccessful, 

women turn to black market, where they usually provide cleaning services for a very low price. 

This was the case with the women interviewed for this research – if they were not retired of 

employed at the NGO, they worked as cleaners to support themselves, with no contract or any 

other assurance of stability.  

With gender discrimination and marketplace conditions working against them, how exactly did 

Kamensko workers succeed in transposing their community from the confinements of the factory 

to the big stage of public activism? It is not entirely clear. When asked to explain their view of 

this development, workers attribute the success to their commitment, urge to resist and publicize 

the injustice brought upon them by the factory management and broken state apparatus allowing 

the destruction of the industry, and wish to stay together, to have a new goal towards which they 

could work as a community. They learned a lot in the process: Djurdja admits she didn’t know 

how to turn on the computer when all of this started. “When we had to know, we learned. Our 

children taught us the basics, and we went from there,” she admits. The fact is that they brought 

together multiple actors and created a network of support for their cause: the students, the 

NGOs concerned with the privatization of public space, the local government of the City of 

Zagreb, the artists, even the controllers on public transportation who turned the blind eye when 

they had no money for the ticket. It is interesting to notice how the City of Zagreb supported this 

struggle by donating equipment and helping to organize a runway show, while at the same time 

supporting and promoting the urban planning solution that would likely result in obliterating 

workers’ factory. All the support the workers got resulted in an unexpected outcome: activist 

NGO sewing workshop and more public debate on the question of industrial workers in Croatia.43  

While the community formed at Kamensko factory could be a topic for a never–ending 

conversation with its workers, they do not have a lot to say about the building where they 

worked. This might be a painful topic, as the building is almost certainly facing demolition in the 

near future. When asked specifically about this, workers acknowledge that the only way for them 

to get their money is for the building to be sold to some private investor, who would tear it down 

and use the land to build something new.44 At the same time, the idea of losing the building is 

                                                             
43 Ivandić and Livada: “Lines of (Dis)Continuity: Forms and Methods of Labour Struggle in Croatia 1990-2014” 
44 SEEbiz, “Početkom veljače nova dražba za prodaju Kamenskog” (“A New Auction for the Sale of Kamensko Scheduled for 

early February” 
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upsetting. “I fed my family by working there for 10 years,” Bega says. Marija admits: “I would be 

sorry to see it destroyed, of course I would. I spent more than 30 years in that building. But, if no 

one takes care of it, it will deteriorate anyway. It’s better if we can get at least something out of it 

while it still stands.” Suada would like to see it refurbished and turned into something useful for 

the community: “There are many people who live in awful conditions, maybe some kind of facility 

for elderlies, or affordable housing for those in need? Just not another shopping center!” Mara 

thinks that it would be better if the government decided to turn the factory into Home of the EU, 

instead of the new white building which now rises in the center of Zagreb. “What the factory 

building has become is worse than a graveyard. There are remains in the grave, there are 

flowers… Here is nothing, empty, useless” she concludes bitterly.  

The city of Zagreb has an ongoing problem in finding a way to preserve and reuse the old 

industrial buildings, leaving many of them to decay and collapse before finding an adequate 

solution. 45  Reasons for this are cited as being technical, from the issues of planning to the 

problems of finding the financial means for the reconstruction works. The building of Kamensko 

factory is inseparable from the workers’ experience of living within its walls; it is an important 

place of economic and social production. The fact that it needs to be sold, then probably 

demolished and replaced by some new, luxury building is an insult to an injury. After losing their 

jobs and rights, they will ultimately lose the place of the factory to the interests of the same 

groups and institutions who pushed them out of the locality around which much of their lives was 

built. 

What has happened in Croatia to many factories and their workers was summed up well in a 

recent song by a popular Croatian rock band “Hladno pivo”. The verses comment on ideological 

mechanisms that have been used by the new elites to turn the attention of the common folk away 

from the big robbery of resources and spaces, coming in a form of privatization: 

“The God, the homeland, the nation  

everybody down, this is privatization! 

We’ll use the capacities for 200 families.”46 

The video for this song was filmed in one of the old Zagreb factories, with former workers from 

several companies participating as protagonists and telling the story of their factory throughout 

the recording.47 Several workers of Kamensko are among them.  

                                                             
45 Kiš, “Shopping centar u Paromlinu, hotel u tvornici Dimić?”; Golemac, “Zgradu oronule tvornice rublja DTR u Krajiškoj 

kupuje Agencija za civilno zrakoplovstvo” (Kiš,"Shopping Center in Paromlin, a Hotel in the Dimic Factory?"; Golemac, 
"The Civil Aviation Agency Buys Decaying Building of the DTR Textile Factory in Krajiška Street") 

46 The original lyrics and the English translation can be found in Appendix 2. 

47 Korovljev, “Hladno pivo, Firma, Official Video” (“Hladno Pivo, The Company, Official Video”) 
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Case 2: ArcelorMittal, Villaverde, Madrid, Spain 

The Life 

 

Picture 9: ArcelorMittal Factory. Photo: S. Dragović 

Villaverde Steel Factory was known by the name of ArcelorMittal for a relatively short period of 

time. It has been much more famous as Aristrain, a name it got after its famous former owner 

Jose Maria Aristrain, a pioneer of the Spanish steel industry, who is today remembered by the 

older workers as the one who lead the factory through its glory days. Opened in 1957 by the 

Metal Manufacturers of Madrid (Manufacturas Metálicas Madrileñas – MMM), it was envisioned 

as the engine of the industrial production in the capital (Picture 9). The local newspaper included 

parts of the speech of the director of MMM in their coverage of the opening ceremony in June of 

1957: “Everyone knows that the rate of steel consumption is the one that points to the economic 

state of the country: the more steel is consumed per person, the country is more prosperous. 

Therefore, it is a pleasure for our group to contribute to the enhancement of the country by 

starting this production.”48 He went on to point out that there is no need to fear the competition 

resulting from Spain’s eventual accession to the European Economic Community, emphasizing 

that the facilities of this new factory are equal in quality and performance, if not superior, to the 

                                                             
48 ABC, “La Junta de Manufacturas Metálicas Madrileñas” ("The Board of the Madrid Metal Manufactures") 
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best that exist in Europe, and that Spanish steel producers should look forward to entering new 

markets.  

 

Picture 10: Poster from 1958, promoting the factory in Villaverde as part of MMM group. Source: Cronistas 

Villaverde 

The prognosis turned out to be right: the factory went on to become important part of different 

metal production chains in the subsequent years. Built on a 100,000 square meters plot of land, 

with an investment of 750 million pesetas and an initial capacity of 100,000 tons of steel per 

year, the factory dominated the landscape for almost 6 decades and has become one of the 

symbols of Villaverde, a traditionally working–class town that became a district of Madrid in the 

early 1950s.49 Although many of its residents lived off the wage earned at the factory, Villaverde 

was not always thrilled with all aspects of its bumming steel industry: air pollution was a 

constant problem, and only at the beginning of 1990s, after a strong community protests against 

it, factory directed the necessary resources towards solving the issue. In a newspaper article 

announcing the project, ABC wrote: “The most polluting company in the capital is installing a 

                                                             
49 Villalba, “El Ocaso Del Acero En Villaverde” ("The Decline of the Steel in Villaverde") 
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spectacular mechanism to filter discharges,” concluding that this move will make the company 

more popular among the residents.50 

A decade after it was opened, in 1967, the factory was taken over by the industrialist Aristrain 

and it got the name “Jose Maria Aristrain – Madrid, SA”. At that time, according to ABC, it had 

the largest high–power oven in Europe (Picture 11). Jose Maria Aristrain was a self–made man 

and an entrepreneur who tried to keep the business successful and the people who worked for 

him happy. In 1971, his factory in Olaberria was pronounced a “Model Company” by the Spanish 

government. Newspaper portrayed him as a philanthropist, whose charity "Foundation José 

Marta Aristrain Noain" at the time had almost 1,000 million pesetas intended to support 

education and finance medical treatments of his staff and their families. Workers employed in his 

factories received supplemental grants in addition to their regular pensions, and their children 

could use the money from the fund to finance their education.51 Those who remember his days 

witness that they were treated very well while Aristrain lead the factory. He died in 1985 in a 

helicopter crash, and his son and daughter inherited all of his industry, including the factory in 

Villaverde. 

This family business of steel production did not turn into a part of international conglomerate 

ArcelorMittal overnight. Miguel  explains the history of this change: “It was like this: first we were 

“Aristrain” – before that the company was Metal Manufactures of Madrid, then it was taken over by 

Aristrain – and this owner developed a business for quite a long time, and made a corporation of the 

other factories that he had in Spain. He had around 15,000 workers. He then formed Aceralia group, 

which was a corporation with “Aristrain” as one of its branches. Two more companies joined later, Usinor 

and Arbed, one of which was from Luxembourg. That’s how Arcelor came to be. They became a global 

giant. Indian company owned by Mittal approached them with a proposal for merging, offering a lot of 

money. The Arcelor group initially didn’t want to accept it, but I guess we all have the price. That’s how 

our company became ArcelorMittal.” 

                                                             
50 ABC, “Los humos de Áristrain no volverán” (“The Fumes of Aristrain will not return”) 
51 ABC, “El Forjador de Esta Gran Industria” (“The Architect of this Great Industry”) 
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Picture 11: Factory operations during the Aristrain era; Photo: Cronistas Villaverde 
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Official history of ArcelorMittal is somewhat different, according to the internet archives of 

ArcelorMittal web page52: Aceralia Steel Corporation was created in 1997, as a result of the 

reorganization of several Spanish steel producers; a strategic alliance with the Arbed Group from 

Luxemburg, one of the world's leading steel companies, was established in the same year; soon 

after this, Aceralia acquired the Aristrain Group – the leading Spanish manufacturer of steel 

sections. Aceralia and Arbed created Arcelor in 2002, by merging with the French group Usinor. 

At the time of merger with Mittal Steel in 2006, Arcelor was the second largest steel producer in 

the world. Today, the largest steel producer in the world is ArcelorMittal, with the annual 

achievable production capacity of approximately 115 million tons of crude steel, and 222,000 

employees.53 

Thus, the business of Aristrain factory in Villaverde was gradually enlarging and merging with 

other steel producers in Spain and abroad, which lead to it becoming a small part of a global 

corporation, a superpower of the steel industry with operations in more than 60 countries (Figure 

5). These changes influenced the working environment at the factory, now becoming one of 

ArcelorMittal many Spanish properties (Figure 6).  

 

Figure 5: Locations of ArcelorMittal operations around the world. Source: corporate.arcelormittal.com 

                                                             
52 ArcelorMittal: “History of Aceralia” 
53 ArcelorMittal: “An Overview of ArcelorMittal’s Structure and Activities” 
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Figure 6: Locations of ArcelorMittal operations in Spain. Source: corporate.arcelormittal.com 

Miguel worked there for 25 years, and he remembers different times. He started young, first by 

completing apprenticeship and then by applying for a job, encouraged by his father who already 

worked at the factory: “I was hired to work in casting section. It is a factory that has always paid 

well, it had the highest pay around. It was also very dangerous – they have always invested very 

little in the reforms for improvement. Almost every major investments was intended for the 

facility in the Basque Country. It has been known as a company making a lot of money based on 

a lot of work, extra hours, long shifts... But they paid well.” Manuel, who worked in a factory for 

33 years, recalls special benefits workers enjoyed during the Aristrain era: “For the company’s 

anniversary, you would get an additional pay and an invitation to eat at the Palace – you felt like 

a family. He was a man who did well for the workers. It all changed so much with Arcelor.” 

The change in ownership structure and the loss in importance that the Villaverde factory used to 

have affected the position of workers. This shift came from the change in hierarchy, which 

happened gradually, first when Arcelor was formed and then with ArcelorMittal: Villaverde 

factory was now only one – and a rather small – production facility, in a world–wide network of 

such facilities owned by a corporation. Workers have felt the change, and were not impressed by 

it. Talking about the relationship that the current CEO of ArcelorMittal has with the Villaverde 

factory, Miguel can only acknowledge that it is practically nonexistent: “The Indian owns the 

company, he bought all these factories in Spain, and the only one that he has ever visited was the 

one in Asturias, which is the biggest in Spain. In almost a decade since he bought the factory, he 

didn’t once come to see it, to see us. These people buy companies, sell them, and exchange them 

as collection pieces. But every one of those pieces represent a lot of jobs, feeding more than 300 

families in our case. There are personal consequences to their actions. The owners don’t see that, 
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or don’t care even if they see. Arcelor is huge, so they don’t care about local issues, or how they 

affect the local lives.” Workers have lost the perks they enjoyed in the era of Aristrain, and, it 

seems, all of the feeling that the people who now run the factory think of them as of anything 

more than mere numbers.  

When talking about their time at work, workers of ArcelorMittal do not hide that the job was 

hard and often undervalued. Miguel recalls how he was taking on many responsibilities and 

attending courses in order to advance in the company ranks, and he succeeded in getting a 

promotion to a managerial position within the rolling mill, where he stayed for almost 15 years. 

“Once we had a visit from another factory, and the man asked about our professional degrees and 

the money we were making. He said that at the place where he works our job was done by the 

engineers who made twice as much money for the same work. We weren’t trained engineers, but 

we were responsible for everything: to assemble and dissemble the parts, to make sure the 

elements turn out well – and it was our fault if they turned out bad.” Another former worker, 

Diego, who has spent 9 years on the job (working, thusly, only for Arcelor and ArcelorMittal, and 

without the experience of “the older, better times”), started as a subcontractor. He summarizes 

his experience thusly: “This is a company dedicated to exploiting the workers. We worked for 12 

hours, from Monday to Sunday – overtime, of course, was paid. If you worked hard, demanded 

nothing and promised to be committed to the company and to the union formed to accommodate 

company’s interests, you had a good chance of being hired. This has always been the dynamics at 

the company. Usually, only sons of workers already employed at the company would be easily 

hired. It doesn’t matter if one is qualified or not – if a father was a good worker, his son could 

also get into the factory even if he had never seen a piece of metal in his entire life.” 

Family connections, stability of the company and a relatively good wage seems to be the reasons 

that motivated people to seek work with ArcelorMittal, and with companies that were its 

predecessors at Villaverde factory. The job was difficult and dangerous, but the fun parts of 

working and living the factory life together still existed: Manuel tells about the football team the 

workers formed, going together to the pool where they had discounts, organizing excursions and 

Christmas dinners together. Carlos recalls that he enjoyed hunting, boxing, skiing, and partying 

with his colleagues. Apart from having a steady workforce involved directly with the processes of 

steel production, ArcelorMittal employed a number of workers indirectly, notably the drivers of 

the trucks that were used for the transportation of steel. Manuel explains: “We produced 

thousands of tons of steel per day. Trucks had to take it all to the port, and to transport supplies, 

electrodes – thousands of truck drivers did this job. They were not employed by the company, but 

as the company worked and lived on, it needed these indirect employees. Most of the truck 

drivers were from Burgos. They drove from Madrid through Aranda de Duero, situated on the 

way to the port in San Sebastian. They drove part of the way, slept in their homes in Burgos and 



Page 45 of 74 

 

went to the port early in the morning. Discharged from the port, they returned home and came to 

Madrid in the evening, reloaded the trucks, and so on. They repeated this, day after day.” Even 

though the drivers were not directly employed by the factory, their jobs – and daily routines – 

were much dependent on it. Subcontractors were employed to do other types of work in 

ArcelorMittal too. Diego, unsatisfied with the salary and the work conditions of a subcontractor, 

decided to try getting a job directly with ArcelorMittal and succeed in doing so. He gives a 

detailed description of what his works entailed: 

“There are 4 major sections in the factory: casting, rolling, completion and warehouse with 

shipping. At first I was told that I will be working in the casting section, as I have been doing the 

maintenance work there before, with the subcontractor. However, just before I started, they 

changed the decision and sent me to the completion department. Apparently, the head of the 

casting section didn’t like me because I refused to do work that was dangerous. My first post, 

then, was warehouse. It is one of the worse jobs, the least valued and low–paid, but I thought: 

that’s how it is when you have to start again from the bottom. This work basically entailed crane 

operators to organize the storage of the finished product, and later hand the product to the 

customers. Storage was done in the outdoors, in the open space. We stored steel beams of 

different measures, H–shaped profiles from 6 to 18 meters long. It was for the construction, steel 

of all types and various qualities. We would build the construction up, composing its base of 

smaller beams that were organized in a way that could support adding more beams on the top. 

All this was done by hand, each beam weighing about 20 kilos. As it rises in height, the crane 

operator would bring smaller beams and you would go up as a climber, reaching heights of 7 

meters or so. The difference between a mountain climber and those who worked in this position is 

that the climber is safe at the mountain (he’s got ropes, belts), and we are not. In Madrid this all 

stood in an open space, where it is raining or snowing or freezing, and you had to work no matter 

what, be it night or day.” 

In the years he spent working for ArcelorMittal in Villaverde, Diego was never promoted. There 

was a chance for him to get a better position in the shipping department, but he didn’t want to 

enter what was, according to him, the bottom rank in the company:  “For those who start working 

in the shipping section we would say that they have entered the tomb, in terms of occupation.” 

These personal experiences illustrate well how it was to work in this company, from the 

perspective of workers employed in the production. With all the difficulties and danger it 

entailed, it does not look like the most attractive job around. Nevertheless, announcement that 

the production might be ceased brought a shock to the factory’s workforce; they decided to do 

everything in their power to stop it from happening.   

A worker interviewed by the local newspaper, when asked about the pollution caused by the 

factory before the filters were installed, said how the factory was his life, but it was also a bit of 
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his death, with its fumes chocking him slowly54. This metaphor could be used to describe the 

sentiment that the announcement of the closure caused: the job might have been dangerous, 

difficult and dull, but it was of life importance to keep it. 

The Death 

ArcelorMittal factory in Villaverde was closed in January 2012. The company explained the 

decision in an official statement: "Due to continuing weakness in the Spanish construction 

market and to the lack of expectations of a recovery in the short term, ArcelorMittal Spain is 

considering an extension, for an undefined period of time, of the closure of the electric arc furnace 

and sections production at its plant in Madrid, specialized in large dimension beams." 55 

Remembering how it all had started, Miguel tells that in 2011 workers noticed how the amount 

of work started decreasing: “We saw that they were taking the work from us and sending it to the 

factories elsewhere in Spain. At the same time, they were reassuring us and making all sorts of 

promises. And then they made new employment contracts, with a clause added for the case of 

closure.” 

According to the report in “Cinco Dias”, the corporation decided to close the Villaverde factory as 

the demand for steel in Spain decreased.  The financial crisis of the 2008 triggered the real–

estate market crisis in Spain, and by 2011 it was clear that the Spanish construction sector 

needed far less raw material than it did during the construction boom that preceded the crisis. 

“Cinco Dias” cites the company’s data showing the drop in demand which led to the crisis, and 

how the factory has gone from exporting 60% of its production in 2006 to 84% in 2011.56 This got 

very expensive, as Madrid is locked inland, far from ports. Hence, the decision was made to close 

the production.  

This decision is understandable from the profitability point of view: the local market cannot 

absorb all of the product that can be produced, exporting it doesn’t pay off, the factory is already 

working at only a fraction of its full capacity (35%–65% in the last three years, ibid.) and the 

sensible thing to do is to close it. However, this is not happening in a vacuum: as Miguel pointed 

out, there are local, personal consequences to the economic decisions that corporations make. And 

these localities are situated within the wider systems: municipalities and countries; powerful 

institutions capable to influence the local economic climate. It is therefore no wonder the workers 

appealed to their political representatives and local government institutions to protect their jobs. 

I will get back to this in the following section. For now, let’s look at the asymmetry in the amount 
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of power that corporation and workers have. Looking at the consequences that ArcelorMittal will 

suffer if the factory stays open and those that workers will have to bear if it closes might help 

with this comparison.  

 

Figure 7: Yearly net income of ArcelorMittal, source: corporate.arcelormittal.com 

For ArcelorMittal, the decision to close one of their many production halls is not the matter of life 

and death. The structure of a global corporation is resilient, and if operations are scattered across 

the globe terminating production in one location will usually not have a disastrous effect for the 

company as a whole. And if they don’t go through with closing of this one location (for whatever 

reason – pressure from the local government and the unions, or incentives to stay in Madrid in 

the form of tax breaks, for example), their overall success will also not be in danger; if there are 

losses, they will not be big enough to put the world’s biggest steel producer at risk. 

Understanding that this claim does not sit well with the logic of neoliberal capitalism, I will 

further explain this simplification. According to the data provided by the company57, the factory 

accumulated losses of around 30 million euros for the 2009–2010 period. If a sufficient number of 

factories within the ArcelorMittal system were underperforming in a similar fashion, the whole 

corporation would be at risk. However, that was not the case. The situation in the worldwide 

market was not ideal, and the effects the global financial crisis had on the construction sector 

were reflected in the net income of ArcelorMittal (Figure 7), but the profits continued to grow as 

the market stabilized. Basically: if the Villaverde factory was kept operational, the overall 

business of ArcelorMittal would not suffer. What’s more, it might have even benefited from 

keeping the production going, as the factory in Villaverde was the only steel mill in Spain 
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equipped to produce the particular kind of steel profiles necessary for some large–scale 

constructions.  

 

Figure 8: Number of workers employed in the Spanish metal industry, Source: Spanish Statistical Office, 
www.ine.es 

On the other hand, closure of the factory would bring rather serious problems to the workers: the 

loss of the job and the space of a community made up of several generations of steel workers is 

not easily compensated for. Many of the workers spend their whole working lives in this factory 

and they were not equipped for work outside the industry. Even if they were, the economic crisis 

that propelled the closure of the factory had hurt the Spanish job market too: in June of 2012, 

unemployment rate reached 24.6% – at the time, the highest rate in the industrialized world.58 

Number of workers employed in the metal industry plummeted (Figure 8). The opportunities for 

employment were few; good illustration is the case of factory of agricultural machinery “John 

Deere”, situated in Getafe, close to Villaverde. In the fall of 2012 the company sought to hire 150 

workers, but 15,000 people applied59. Even if the job market was better at the time, the demand 

for elderly workforce would probably not be. Manuel, who was 54 when the factory closed, sums 

up the situation in the job market thusly: “You know what the problem is here? A neighbor who 

used to have his own car repair shop had to close it when things went wrong, like thousands and 

thousands and thousands of others in recent years. Then he began to look for work and applied 

for a job, but he didn’t get it because he was 47 years old. And when a young man applied for the 

same position, they didn’t hire him because he had no experience. If you have experience they 
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don’t want you because for them you’re too old, but they don’t want someone without the 

experience despite the fact that they are young. That is the problem.” With unemployment rates 

this high, the employers could indeed afford to choose the workforce that suited them best – and 

former steel workers who are almost old enough to retire are rarely on the top of anyone’s list.  

The workers responded with protests. Manuel calls it “the process of protests”, recognizing that 

what was happening to steel workers now has already happened to many other factories in 

Villaverde and its surroundings. When their factory is closing and their jobs are at stake, people 

do what they can to stop it, but they often can’t change the course of events: ”Most people react – 

it is how they make a living, so they mobilize, lock themselves inside the company, or close the 

roads. Now there is the problem of Coca Cola.60 There are many people I know in Fuenlabrada 

who have been at the door of Coca Cola for almost three months, they stayed and slept there 

until they got the Superior Court to rule in their favor. The court has ordered the company to 

take them back and start the production again. I don’t know if the company can refuse to do this. 

Around 2.000 workers would lose their jobs. All this also catches them in the worst period of their 

life, because of their age – they have been working for thirty years at Coca Cola, where are they 

going to find a new job? I don’t know if it will be fixed with money. It is David versus Goliath.” 

The “process of protests” rarely gives the results workers want, but when facing the possibility of 

losing their jobs, there is not much more they can do. So this process started at the ArcelorMittal 

factory in Villaverde.   

The Fight 

The protests of the ArcelorMittal workers started when it was announced that the factory will be 

closing, after it worked reduced hours for 3 month. The exact reason that drove the workers to 

the street was, according to Manuel, that they were informed about the company’s plan to start 

implementing the redundancy plan – the program of gradually decreasing working hours and the 

number of workers. This happened in November. Manuel explains how the plan was executed: 

“First we worked every other week. Then one day they send you home for the whole month. 

Redundancy plan is a sort of employment regulation, which happens when the company is losing 

money. This plan allows the company to say that you will work for one day a month and be 

unemployed for the rest of the time, and the state pays you for the idle days. For companies this 

is very cheap. For us, nobody cared. You don’t earn enough working like this. The lucky ones got 

to work for two weeks of the month and receive unemployment benefits for the remaining two.” 

Carlos remembers the early warnings were related to the lack of work: “We learned that they 

were redirecting the orders we were supposed to produce to the Basque Country; with time, this 
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would lead to the loss of power and, ultimately, closure.” The protests, according to him, started 

at the factory and from there “got spilled in all possible directions.” 

Some of these directions lead towards the political parties and governing bodies, but brought no 

results. In the conversations with workers, the United Left and the Socialist Party were often 

mentioned as the ones who ended up disappointing them the most, as they were supposed to 

represent them and defend their interests. “We went to the Assembly of Madrid and they treated 

us like we were criminals,” Miguel says. “The police warned us that the protests always have to 

be held at the location indicated in advance; if we take up different space, they will beat us up. 

They were very sincere. There are people out there committing crimes, and the police is spending 

time on us because we asked for something that is ours. You end up feeling bad.”  What workers 

were seeking was to keep their jobs – they opposed the closure based solely on temporary 

financial results, without taking the broader picture into account, namely, how the closure will 

affect their community and the industrial economy of Madrid in general. They voiced their 

demands at the meeting of workers’ representatives with the Socialist Parliamentary Group, 

organized in December 2011. The main complaint of the workers was that the government of 

Madrid was not committed to supporting and developing the industry in the way other regional 

governments are, namely Basque Country and Asturias. It was promised that the Socialist group 

will try to steer the Parliament and Esperanza Aguirre, the president of the Madrid Region, 

towards making a decision that would support the workers.61 In practice, supporting the workers 

in this case would probably mean offering some sort of subsidies to ArcelorMittal and asking the 

company to keep Villaverde operations in return. In an analysis of the industrial landscape of 

Madrid published by El Pais in February of 2012, leaders of the Spanish syndicates supported 

the workers’ claims and criticized the government for failing to protect the local industry. In 

response, the economic advisor at the Municipality stated to the Parliament of Madrid that the 

regional government cannot and should not prevent the companies from freely exercising their 

business decisions, arguing that the existence of “barriers to exit” will be understood by the 

investors as “barriers to entry”.62 Advisor’s unwillingness to “mess with the free market” was 

understood by the workers and the syndicates as lack of interest for keeping the industry in the 

capital city Region. If other regions can and do negotiate with the corporations in order to keep 

their presence, Madrid’s inaction should be expected to have consequences.  

Workers continued protesting although it was becoming clear that appealing to the political 

representatives wouldn’t help. As Miguel puts it, “We decided to present our situation to the 
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public”. Protests took various forms: blood donations, gatherings at Puerta del Sol Square, 

protests in front of the factory and in front of the City Council. The 9km long protest walk from 

the factory in Villaverde to the center of Madrid was organized on December 7th 2011, as a part 

of Europe–wide protest of around 30.000 ArcelorMittal workers, many of whom feared for their 

jobs as the global construction market and demand for steel were in decline. 63  The walls 

surrounding the factory site were filled with graffiti (picture 12): “Don’t close Arcelor,” “50 years 

of steel”. “We would also put the posters up, and write paroles on the road, but the guards would 

come at night and erase it all,” says Manuel.   

 

Picture 12: “Don’t close Arcelor”, Photo: A. Garcia 

The main request of Villaverde workers was to keep the factory open, to keep the production 

going. The workers also wanted to ensure that the production would be fairly distributed among 

different steel factories in Spain, those managed by ArcelorMittal. The prevailing sentiment was 

that the whole group should work in solidarity to amortize the losses caused by market 

turbulence, and not close one factory and destabilize lives of several hundreds of workers. “What 

was done to us was clearly done on purpose,” Miguel says. “In the morning you get an order of 

30,000 tones scheduled to be delivered by the specific time, and then at 3PM you find out that it 
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has been removed from our schedule and sent to some other factory, to Olaberría or Asturias.” 

Moving production to other facilities left the factory capacities idle, with workers who had 

nothing to do. When remembering the circumstances of the closure, interviewees think of this as 

the beginning of an end. 

When the work slowed down, workers started performing jobs that weren’t within their regular 

scope of duties – according to Miguel, they would be fixing defective profiles, sweeping the floor, 

cleaning the ditches. Everyone found themselves in a situation that was new: there was no work 

to do in a factory where the machines used to never stop. This crisis of 2011 was surprising for 

the workers also because earlier that year company started setting up new cranes in the factory 

circle, announcing new and long awaited investment in the old facilities. For workers, as Miguel 

testifies, this meant progress: “That costed a lot of money, setting up these new installations. It 

makes one think that the business is going well, going forward. When you sees this, your reaction 

is: this does not look like it’s going to close!” Antonio remembers the visit of Esperanza Aguirre, 

President of the Madrid Region at the time, who came to the factory before the crisis: “She said 

this company had to be here because of its history and because it was very good for recycling 

scrap metal in the Madrid area. She promised to guard our interests, but then did absolutely 

nothing when we needed her help.” “Not only that she wasn’t defending us, she didn’t want to 

look at us when we came to protest” – Miguel says. Manuel notes that the only response they got 

from the city was that the companies larger than this one have fallen before, and that nothing 

ever happened. Thus, they were advised to accept this as something inevitable.   

When it comes to the role of the unions, interviewees agree that they weren’t helpful in achieving 

the goals workers deemed important. For Ivan, lack of support from the unions equaled that of 

the political parties. Diego is convinced that the protests were so calm because the unions wanted 

them to stay like that: “The protests weren’t much more than four screams and four posters… 

The excuse was that if we made a lot of noise, we would be left empty–handed, without 

compensation and without jobs. They were not able to negotiate anything with the company. 

Anyway, those within the union responsible for negotiating are well placed, working in Madrid or 

in the senior positions which they wanted. How convenient.”  

The union support came from people working in other ArcelorMittal factories, specifically from 

the ones in Asturias. As Miguel tells the story: “We made a big protest at the Ministry of 

Industry where the people from Asturias and from the north, from Olaberría, joined us. We 

supported each other. However, the boss didn’t care.” Manuel’s opinion is that there was a 

general lack in support to their cause; he notes that Podemos didn’t exist at the time of their 
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protests, and that the 15M movement64 was just starting to hold the camp at Puerta del Sol as 

the workers of ArcelorMittal were ending their unsuccessful battle. Protests that kept the 15M 

movement alive in Spain throughout the year of 2011 were often fueled by the energy similar to 

this of ArcelorMittal workers and the feeling that people are losing while strictly financial 

interests are always victorious.   Carlos points out that only the media were keen on supporting 

the protests by reporting about what was happening. After the factory closed in January of 2011 

workers gathered for the protest again, hoping that it was not over.65 There were some promises 

that the production might be started again, but they never came through.66 Soon after, the 

protests stopped.   

The reasoning the workers used to try to get the outside support for their cause was rooted in the 

belief that the factory was too important to be closed. Miguel insists that, due to the quality of 

facilities and to the factory’s central location, it was a main point for scrap metal recycling in 

Spain, and one of the main industrial production sites in Madrid. The construction sector, the 

main customer for factory’s product, was in crisis; however, there was a word about the new 

international railway project for which the factory could get a contract. “That would give us some 

work, as everything was slowing down with the crisis.  Even if we could have gotten the contract, 

it wouldn’t matter – they were closing us anyway”. 

The proposal the workers made to the management in an attempt to save the factory from closing 

was denied. Then they tried prolonging the process by pointing out the shipments that were due 

soon – the product already sold that would bring money to the company. That argument was also 

not strong enough. As Miguel says, “We couldn’t get them to change the attitude because there 

was the labor reform about to be adopted. If we waited long enough, this new law could be 

applied to our case and our rights would be diminished. They used that to pressure us, so that we 

would stop the fight. In the end, we were trying to achieve improvements in the agreement for 

people who were older, to help them improve their retirement plan. But we couldn’t succeed. 

They told us: "This is what you get, this is out final proposal and you can either take it or leave it 

in the hands of the law.” That would be a new labor law which would make our deal much worse, 

so we accepted their conditions.” The labor reform that workers feared would enable the 

employer to significantly limit the amount of severance pay, which would in turn make a big 

difference for the workers who spent many years working at the factory. The pressure to finish 

negotiating with ArcelorMittal before the new law starts applying was understandable.  
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The conditions offered by ArcelorMittal entailed several options for the workers. They could go 

into an early retirement program, or take the severance pay and terminate the employment 

contract with ArcelorMittal, or keep the contract and move for work to one of the other 

ArcelorMittal factories, situated elsewhere in Spain. The last option came with an offer to work 

away from Madrid for 18 months and then make a choice to either continue, or collect the 

severance pay under the same conditions that applied to everyone else at the time of closure. 

According to the interviewees, from whom I also got the approximate numbers for each category 

(Table 1), most of the former Villaverde workers chose the last option. Presumably, those who 

were approaching retirement age accepted to retire early and those who had many years of 

service took the severance pay as they found the amount of money satisfactory. Those who were 

too young to retire and held this job for too short period of time (making the severance pay option 

unsatisfactory) accepted the option to move. The last choice was further encouraged by the 

situation in the Spanish job market – finding work was not easy and people decided to do what 

needs to be done in order to preserve the job they had. Judging from this perspective, their fears 

of unemployment were justified. According to Miguel, four years later most of those who decided 

to leave ArcelorMittal still didn’t find another job: “Savings have disappeared. No wonder 

workers were defending the workplace, above all. Many people didn’t realize back then how bad 

the situation in the job market was. There have been many good workers, with good 

qualifications, who thought that they were going to find a new job. But they didn’t, there’s simply 

no work.”  

With this, the community of Villaverde steel workers was quite literally torn apart. The economic 

crisis, which was the result of the way in which global capitalism works and fails, put the 

pressure on the corporation, forcing the company to make a choice: to either accept making less 

money and continue with producing the steel in Villaverde, or to cease the production altogether. 

Without the proper mixture of incentive and pressure from the local community and the local 

government, the corporation chose to save money and showed disregard for what consequences 

this will have for the locality – their involvement ended with the legal obligation of offering the 

compensation for the workers who have just lost their jobs.  

Category Approximate number (based on the interviewees’ 

estimates) 

Total number of workers in production  324 

Early retirement and severance pay 80 

Moved for work 200 

Stayed in Madrid 40 

 

Table 1: Workers’ choice of settlement after the closure of Villaverde factory, approximate values 
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The Afterlife 

Workers who decided to continue working could choose to which factory they wanted to be sent. 

The main options were Zaragoza, Olaberría, Bergara and Zumarraga. A small number was 

chosen to stay in Madrid as security guards and maintenance workers, as the company decided to 

keep the factory facilities open and use them as a distribution center and the site for scrap metal 

collection for the Madrid area. As many workers wished to get this position, which would both 

keep them in Madrid and provide them with a salary, the company left it available only to those 

who had, as Miguel explains, personal or vital attachment because of which leaving Madrid 

would be impossible or exceptionally difficult. Being one of the workers who got to stay to work in 

Madrid, Miguel admits that there rules were not strictly followed: “Only couple of us have met 

the conditions. Others were kept because they were friends with people who made decisions.” The 

people who got to stay are now performing simpler tasks, compared to the jobs they did while the 

factory produced steel. They also get to see the factory being physically destroyed: the metal 

construction is slowly being taken down (Picture 13) and transported to other steel mills to be 

melted and, ultimately, sold. According to two interviewees who are still working in 

ArcelorMittal Villaverde factory, this is happening because the strong steel construction of the 

building is worth a lot as a raw material for new steel beams. Apart from this, it seems that the 

property tax on the industrial buildings needs to be paid even when the production is stopped. 

“It’s easier to pull the structure down and save this tax money. They will leave only some parts of 

the former factory for possible new activity. What’s left there now are the headquarters of the 

company” – says Miguel. The plan seems to be to gather all the personnel working for 

ArcelorMittal in the offices scattered across Madrid and bring them to Villaverde, to turn the 

former factory into an administrative center. Much of the vast space that the factory has once 

occupied is now unused – some warehouses might be built for storage, but the workers don’t 

readily trust to new promises. Also, any new administrative jobs that might be created here are 

inaccessible to them, skilled in working with metal. For them, the factory is lost.  

Part of working in the factory during its post–productive era is being constantly reminded of its past. 

According to Miguel, the factory was left in a mess, with everyone’s things for everyday use still in it. 

Apparently, workers were not allowed to go in and retrieve their belongings, so everything was left as it 

was on the last day of work. For him, this sight is deeply disturbing: “You cannot imagine what it means 

to see that, the place where you have been living, sharing it with your colleagues just like you would with 

your family. Sometimes 12 hours, sometimes 16, normally 8, for 25 years. You see it all stopped in time, 

the calendars still on the dates of 2011, so many things lying around, gathering dust. It looks like you 

could encounter ghosts there at any given moment. And the most striking thing is how they could close a 

factory with all kinds of tools, a factory which had everything that’s needed to operate successfully in this 
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sector. It is incredible. Makes you sick, to see everything left as if the time has stopped. It was January 18, 

2012 when the factory was officially closed. But the calendars were already unused in 2011. The saddest 

thing is robing us of all that, in the end. People came in groups, our colleagues who were in charge of 

dismantling the factory. They have taken the tools, the electrodes, and everything else. People from the 

Basque Country factory came and for two or three days filled the trucks to take everything away, even 

the personal belongings of many people – lockers, radios, coffee makers. It was very sad.”   

 

Picture 13: Tearing down the ArcelorMittal factory in Villaverde, Photo: K. Rincón 

The privilege of staying in Madrid (Figure 9) for work was thusly paid by seeing the factory 

through the end, destroyed both physically and metaphorically: the steel construction returned to 

the pile of scrap metal, the intimate space that workers shared torn apart. 
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Figure 9: Madrid: Factory and neighborhoods of some of the workers participating in the research 

 

Figure 10: Locations where some of the Villaverde workers were transferred 

Still, those who have stayed to work in Madrid consider themselves lucky to have a job and be 

with their families. “It’s a drama, to change your life because there is no right choice: you have to 
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either take the money they’re offering and become jobless, or go, undertake new obligations and 

move to another part of the country for work,”  Miguel admits. He and Carlos estimate that most 

of the transfers went to Zumarraga or Olaberría (Figure 10). Workers got the funding to cover 

the expenses of moving; additionally, decision was made to establish a committee that would 

oversee the integration of the newcomers and support the transition for the first 18 month of 

their work at the new factory. Diego has moved to the Basque Country, and he tells that this plan 

has failed: “It was said that when the factory closes and we move on with our lives there will be a 

committee monitoring and supporting workers and their families during the first 18 months. 

That never happened. Not one time we heard from the union and its members, or from this 

alleged commission. We were left to our own. Even the economic support wasn’t sufficient. 

Almost half of the money that the company offered to cover the expenses of moving went to the 

real estate agency – the rents for accommodation increased drastically when the news of our 

arrival to the Basque Country spread.”    

Moving for work resulted in many problems, inconveniences and expenditures that the workers 

had to bear. Some tried leaving alone and bringing their families along once they have settled in, 

which meant paying double rent, or rent and a mortgage at the same time. Also, trips to Madrid 

to see the family regularly needed to be arranged and paid for. After watching what his friends 

have been through, Miguel sums it up like this: “You used to be a well–paid worker, but now you 

have double expenses, with your family in Madrid and you working in this remote location. It is a 

drama.” According to several interviewees, many workers found that the compensation wasn’t 

worth the trouble and had given up after those initial 18 months have expired.  

Two of the workers participating in this research, Ivan and Diego, were still working at their new 

postings at the time we established the e–mail correspondence. Ivan has moved to Zaragoza, his 

partner joining him soon after the transfer. He says he’s content at the new job and still sees the 

old colleagues from Villaverde, but only those who also went to Zaragoza – he stays in touch with 

the others via phone and social media. Diego is not that satisfied. At the time we spoke, he was 

just back from the summer holidays and the conditions at work were worrying, to say the least: “I 

got back to work yesterday, and heard the news of seven fatalities and some seriously injured 

people, all of whom worked for this company and got hurt during the time span of less than two 

months. Most of these were subcontracted workers. We got a letter from Mr. Mittal, saying that 

we need to be more careful when working. That’s how worried he is. Our schedules are terrible, 

people are tired, no wonder there are accidents happening!”  
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While ArcelorMittal promotes commitment to the safe working environment, report of accidents 

in their factories are not rare.67 The reasons why workers are not pushing for better schedules 

and safer environment are financial, Diego says. “In order to earn more, I work weekends and 

night – if I complained about my schedule, I would be put to work mornings, Monday through 

Friday, and I would earn around 1500€, which is not enough to support my family. Do you 

understand that there is no other choice? ArcelorMittal is a kind of mafia business, at least in 

Spain. I cannot speak for the rest of the world, but it is true for Spain.” 

When he first moved to the new factory, Diego came alone. His partner joined him at the end of 

2014. “Before that she was in Madrid and we did a lot of travelling back and forth. She did not 

want to come with me right away, to take that step before we were sure that I will be able to 

adapt to this change. Away from family and friends, it is very hard to do this when it’s not your 

choice, when it’s imposed on you. We live here now and we have 3 children. She had to quit her 

job in Madrid and is still out of work.” Diego knows that many marriages of his colleagues have 

ended, as the long distance caused complications. Some people have decided not to move their 

families at all, especially those who have teenagers or older children already attending a 

university in Madrid. There are many other problems: “Our salaries here have dropped – the 

company is not performing as well as it used to,” Diego admits. “In my case, my monthly salary is 

500 to 600€ lower than it used to be. I still have my house in Madrid, but with this troubled 

market and falling prices I couldn’t sell it. I rent a place to live here in Basque Country. Living 

here is much more expensive than in Madrid. Overall, my quality of life has worsened in many 

respects, even beyond this social uprooting and family displacement.”  

Overcoming the cultural barriers, creating a new social circle and getting used to the new 

geography is also on the to–do list, and it is not easy. Among everything else, Diego also misses 

Madrid: “The people here are good, but they are very suspicious because of the political problems 

that have existed for a long time. It is difficult to make friends. We are still trying to rebuild our 

lives. Climate affects us greatly, too. Madrid is warmer, there is more sun, it’s nicer, there’s a lot 

of social life. Here it’s always raining, people are closed. I live in a village with 7000 inhabitants, 

and have to travel for 50km to get to the supermarket. And same if I need a hospital. The nature 

is nice, but you have to get used to this kind of life. Also, the public transportation is not like in 

Madrid, where you have buses, subway, trains. Here you need a car if you want to go somewhere. 

I had to buy a car – I didn’t have one when I lived in Madrid. In general, our lives have gotten 

worse in almost every way.” 
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Diego’s story illustrates very well all the challenges workers are forced to deal with, caught 

between the troubled job market and the corporate interests that left them with the choice of 

either moving and turning their lives upside down or facing an uncertain, jobless future. In the 

end, Diego describes himself as one of the lucky ones, which might be the harshest conclusion 

possible: “The terrible thing is that I still feel privileged when I look at the crisis in the world. 

The crisis has served to my government to distribute wealth to the richest and to further 

impoverish the poor. It is terrible that most of my friends are jobless, they don’t get financial help 

for unemployed, they live with their parents – some have even lost their homes. It has been a big 

disappointment. Yet, we here have been very lucky to have a job. We work.”  

After the factory closed, Manuel took the severance pay for his many years of work; now, he and 

his family live off the money he got from the company when the factory closed. “Now I do nothing 

– I would lose the benefits from the redundancy plan if I got myself a job, a new employment 

contract. Three more years and I will be able to retire, at the age of 61. If I got a new job I would 

have to wait until I am 65 to be able to retire, that’s how the system works”. Manuel has invested 

the money into making an insurance plan, which pays him the premium every month. “It comes 

like a salary I no longer earn. And it will keep being payed to my family if something happens to 

me, which is very important.” Carlos chose taking the money over moving away for work and 

stayed unemployed for a year, before finding a job which he does now and which has nothing to 

do with metal industry. He knows many former coworkers who have moved and who now live 

permanently away from Madrid, as well as those who invested some of their severance pay 

money into trying to set up a small business of their own. Social media makes it easier to keep in 

touch, as life goes on. 

Almost four years after the factory was closed, the workers are sad over the closure and the 

subsequent destruction of the factory building and convinced that the factory could have 

continued with the production. Carlos thinks that not much more can be expected to happen, as 

the factory is now “raw material for making new beams”. He is also sure that the closure was 

actually a bad business decision: “There was a special beam profile, called Bin Blang or 

something like that,68 which in the whole of Spain was produced only at this factory in Madrid. 

They thought that they would be able to produce it at the factory in Basque Country, but they 

couldn’t. Competitors benefited a lot from this error ever since ArcelorMittal stopped producing 

this beam profile.” Antonio agrees: “The news that they will close us permanently were a big 

surprise. We never thought it would happen because the factory worked very well, and the 

profiles we were making here are not made anywhere else in Spain. Now, when they need it, they 

have to bring it to Spain from Luxemburg.” Technology wasn’t the problem either – according to 

                                                             
68 Carlos is probably referring to the beams produced with beam blank casting technology, which is used to produce large 

steel sections (Encyclopedia Britannica) 
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Miguel, everything worked well and could have continued working, if the basic maintenance of 

the premises and hydraulic and electrical systems was regularly done.  

After losing the battle for the factory, none of the interviewees has faith that their political 

representatives can do anything to help the workers’ cause in Spain. Manuel is skeptical of what 

the left–wing parties can do, but certain that the right–wing can never represent the workers 

well: “I don’t think the political parties can defend the interests of the workers, no. I liked the 

15M movement, they protested at the Puerta del Sol just like we did… But I support the left – I 

have always voted for the United Left and I will do so in the future. Left should govern in Spain. 

I don’t know what will happen with Podemos, or what their intentions are, but I think that Spain 

should never have been ruled by a right–wing party. A worker can never be a supporter of the 

right – they will always benefit the right wing interests, and these are never the interests of the 

workers.” The recent results of Spanish elections show that Manuel’s sentiment was fairly 

widespread, with people deciding to give more power to the socialist and left–wing parties. It is 

too soon to tell what the results will be, but it is sure that the widespread dissatisfaction with the 

status quo brought about the political change. What could be said with more certainty is that 

localities such as the factory in Villaverde played their part in bringing people together to 

demand this change.  

Miguel doesn’t believe that workers are important to the politicians, and he is very critical of the 

actions taken by the Ministry of Industry: “Villaverde was a center of a powerful industry. There 

were factories everywhere: steel, iron, electrics, and up to 16,000 people working for them. It was 

all–encompassing. And what are we supposed to live off now, of palms and tourism? Germany 

and other more advanced countries do not give up the industry. It’s the best way of making 

money.” Manuel is also worried that the government doesn’t want the industry in Madrid, being 

more interested in developing tourism: “A country rises with the industry as a base. Tourism is 

very good, and we must encourage tourism and all, but we need to keep the industry in Spain. 

We see our children going to work in richer countries for practically nothing. I want to have 

industry in Spain because I would like that to change – to have good jobs here, to produce for 

exports. But I think this party69 is not interested in keeping the industry. That’s why I think that 

workers cannot vote for the right.” 

One of the main reasons why the politicians can’t promote the interests of the workers who 

support them is recognized to be the money – corporations can support the political parties 

financially, while the workers can’t hire lobbyists. Miguel quotes baroque Spanish poet Francisco 

de Quevedo and his satirical poem “The Lord of Dollars”70, pointing out that all the decisions are 

                                                             
69 The interview was conducted before the elections in Spain, after which the left-wing majority was formed in the 

Parliament of Madrid 
70 The poem in Spanish, along with the English translation, can be found in Appendix 3.  
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made to accommodate the rich: “Quevedo said it and it is true. The one with the money is the 

king. He directs the orchestra – not the politician, but the employer. We are unimportant, we 

have no influence. It is clear that money pulls all the strings. And they clearly don’t care: this 

Indian who owns ArcelorMittal has not even come to see our factory – he bought it and didn’t 

care to see it.” This is a vivid example of the different scales, perspectives and values of the two 

forces that clash around factories bound for closure: just like Miguel cannot comprehend that 

someone would buy a factory – old, important, historically significant for Villaverde and the 

metal industry in Madrid – and not even bother to come and visit it for five years, the corporate 

executives and mayor shareholders of the corporation could probably not understand why it 

would be important to go and see small production facility located on the edge of Madrid, 

employing only several hundreds of workers. Still, the actions of the latter can turn the lives of 

Miguel and his coworkers upside down. Social power stays asymmetrical, and it stays important 

to challenge it nonetheless.  

The influence that comes with money can easily influence not only the destiny of one locality, but 

also the rules and laws that have much wider repercussions. To illustrate the point about 

corporate influence over Government, Miguel tells a story of the negotiations that took place 

after ArcelorMittal was formed: “When the Indian owner first came to Spain, he went to the 

Government – at the time Zapatero71 was in the cabinet, but it doesn’t matter – result would be 

the same even if someone else was in his place. The employer is the boss around here. He said 

that the electrical energy was very expensive and that the Government needs to lower the cost of 

energy for his factories. If his request is refused, he will cease the production and leave 15,000 

workers jobless. So, what’s there to do? In order to protect 15,000 people from unemployment, the 

Government accommodated this man’s requests.” Reports show that ArcelorMittal is indeed 

among the companies with subsidized electricity prices72, and that the company still conditions 

investment in its Spanish factories upon the future subsidies.73 In the end, it seems that factories 

often have a role of localities which powerful institutions – corporations and governments – use 

to push each other’s boundaries while trying to obtain higher profits and higher approval rates of 

the electorate. In a situation such as the one of the Villaverde steel mill, the community lives on 

through stories of better past and dedicated social media presence.  

  

                                                             
71 José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, Prime Minister of Spain for two terms, elected in 2004 and 2008 
72 La Nación, “Los subsidios a los precios de la electricidad” ("The Subsidies of the Electricity Prices")  
73 Busto, “ArcelorMittal condiciona las inversiones en Asturias al precio de la electricidad” (“ArcelorMittal Conditions the 

Investments in Asturias on the Electricity Price")  



Page 63 of 74 

 

Conclusions 
Localities research done in the 1970s and 1980s came up with conclusions about the potential for 

social change that localities harbored, along with the willingness to network and propensity to 

act like social laboratories. When looked at through the locality studies lens, cases of two 

factories I’ve presented here reveal similar results. 

Pressures exercised upon Kamensko and ArcelorMittal Villaverde did not come from the 

government action aimed to encourage restructuring, but rather from the government inaction in 

discouraging land speculation and unwillingness to negotiate the terms of business conduct with 

foreign corporation. The result is the same nonetheless: when community dependent on the 

locality is faced with the opposing interests of disproportionately more powerful institutions of 

capital, market and the state, the change is inevitable. The workers will take action but, to 

paraphrase Massey, not under the conditions of their own choosing. 

Kamensko went through its own laboratory–like transformation to an activist NGO, with long–

time textile workers losing their jobs and money and getting an opportunity to start a debate 

about the systemic failings that brought them to this situation. They brought together wide 

network of partners, donors and new business associates, reaching out to other parts of Croatia 

and pointing out the problems of little people, who are losing their factories, rights and 

communities while the government is busy implementing new urban solutions that no one wants. 

Their original fight is lost, as new multi–purpose building starts rising in a place their factory 

once stood. However, their new purpose is important and worth pursuing. 

ArcelorMittal Villaverde showed how temporary turbulence in global financial markets can turn 

a steel factory to pieces and displace hundreds of people, as if it was a hurricane. Still, fight for 

this factory was one of many small acts of resistance that had to happen in order for big social 

movements to gather energy and inspire (possibly) significant political changes. The community 

of ArcelorMittal Villaverde, spread around Spain, works well: its members regularly keep in 

touch and support each other through social media. Physically separated, they have been moving 

their movement to the vast space of Internet, as Castells74 has predicted it would happen. 

In the end, in both of these localities capital was challenged with tries to make enough alliances, 

horizontal and vertical, to turn the score around. Capital prevailed. 

Locality was lost; its physicality at least. Community was either uprooted or impoverished, and 

left with a sense that only money guarantees political representation. 

Community, however, shows resilience. Either in the new offices of Kamensko Open, or in 

Facebook groups connecting the former collective of ArcelorMittal Villaverde, community shows 

                                                             
74 Castells, “Grassrooting the Space of Flows” 
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that it lasts longer than the localities where it was formed. What might be keeping it together are 

its old fights, stories and solidarities.  

  



Page 65 of 74 

 

Bibliography 
 
ABC. “El Forjador de Esta Gran Industria,” July 30, 1971. 
———. “La Junta de Manufacturas Metálicas Madrileñas.” ABC, June 26, 1957. 
———. “Los humos de Áristrain no volverán,” August 13, 1990. 
“An Overview of ArcelorMittal’s Structure and Activities.” Accessed August 27, 2015. 

http://corporate.arcelormittal.com/who–we–are/at–a–glance. 
“ArcelorMittal’s Madrid Plant to Close Indefinitely.” Reuters, January 18, 2012. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/01/18/arcelormittal–madrid–idUSL6E8CI42520120118. 
Bačić, Mašenjka, and Tamara Opačić. “Glad I Bijeda Radnica Kamenskog.” H–Alter – Udruga Za Medijsku 

Kulturu. Accessed August 26, 2015. http://www.h–alter.org/vijesti/strajk–gladju–kao–
posljednja–nada. 

Barta et al. “Rehabilitating the Brownfield Zones of Budapest.” Discussion Papers, no. 51 (2006). 
Baševska, Marija. “Tekstilna Industrija – Plakatni Primjer Nesigurnih Oblika Rada.” Radnička Prava, July 

24, 2015. http://www.radnickaprava.org/tekstovi/clanci/marija–basevska–tekstilna–industrija–
plakatni–primjer–nesigurnih–oblika–rada. 

Benačić, Ana. “Intervju O Nekim Drugim Vremenima: Znate Li Da Su Nekoć Naše Radnike Tjerali Da Se 
Odmaraju Na Jadranu?” Lupiga, February 26, 2014. http://www.lupiga.com/vijesti/intervju–s–
igorom–dudom–radnici–su–u–odmaralistima–ljetovali–po–svojoj–volji–dostojanstveno–i–u–
pola–cijene. 

Bošković, Ratko. “Nisu htjeli promjene. Zaduženi i bez pomoći bili su lake žrtve krize.” Jutarnji list, May 27, 
2012. http://www.jutarnji.hr/kamensko––nisu–htjeli–promjene––zaduzeni–i–bez–pomoci–bili–
su–lake–zrtve–krize/1030494/. 

Busto, Fernando Del. “ArcelorMittal Condiciona Las Inversiones En Asturias Al Precio de La Electricidad.” 
El Comercio, December 11, 2014. http://www.elcomercio.es/aviles/201412/11/arcelormittal–
condiciona–inversionesen–asturias–20141211002640–v.html. 

Castells, Manuel. “Grassrooting the Space of Flows.” Urban Geography 20, no. 4 (1999): 294–302. 
CCOOMadrid. Los Trabajadores de ArcelorMittal Marchan Contra Los Cierres (07/12/11), 2011. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o–pFczV4hgk. 
Cooke, Philip. “Locality Debates.” The International Encyclopedia of Human Geography, May 2006. 
———. “Locality, Structure, and Agency: A Theoretical Analysis.” Cultural Anthropology 5 (February 

1990): 3–15. 
Day, Graham, and Jonathan Murdoch. “Locality and Community: Coming to Terms with Place.” The 

Sociological Review, 1993. 
Devraj, Sam. “WORKERS PROTEST ARCELOR MADRID PLANT CLOSURE.” GG2.net, January 27, 2012. 

https://www.gg2.net/business/international–
business/Workers+protest+Arcelor+Madrid+plant+closure/140#. 

Dixon et al. Sustainable Brownfield Regeneration: Liveable Places from Problem Spaces. Oxford, UK: 
Wiley–Blackwell, 2007. 

Edensor, Tim. Industrial Ruins: Spaces, Aesthetics and Materiality. Bloomsbury Academic, 2007. 
El Mundo. “Fallece Un Trabajador Al Caer Desde Un Tejado En Arcelor–Mittal de Zumarraga.” El Mundo, 

June 25, 2015. http://www.elmundo.es/pais–
vasco/2015/06/25/558be2eeca47415d708b457d.html. 

“Empleados de ArcelorMittal Quieren Que La Comunidad de Madrid Impida El Cierre de La Planta de 
Villaverde.” Lainformacion.com, December 20, 2012. 
http://noticias.lainformacion.com/economia–negocios–y–finanzas/despidos–y–reducciones–de–
tamano–de–la–plantilla/empleados–de–arcelormittal–quieren–que–la–comunidad–de–madrid–
impida–el–cierre–de–la–planta–de–villaverde_W1VPU7Csy900h5xUXFzLK4/. 

Featherstone, David. “Some Versions of Militant Particularism: A Review Article of David Harvey’s Justice, 
Nature and the Geography of Differnce.” Antipode, 1998, 19–25. 



Page 66 of 74 

 

Gaura, Orhidea. “Bivši čelnik Kamenskog Kažnjen Sa 22 Tisuće Kn: ‘Država Ga Nagradila Za Uništenje Naše 
Tvrtke.’” Nacional.hr, March 4, 2011. http://arhiva.nacional.hr/clanak/103292/bivsi–celnik–
kamenskog–kaznjen–sa–21666–kuna–drzava–ga–nagradila–za–unistenje–nase–tvrtke. 

Golemac, Sandra. “Zgradu Oronule Tvornice Rublja DTR U Krajiškoj Kupuje Agencija Za Civilno 
Zrakoplovstvo.” Večernji.hr, January 29, 2014. http://www.vecernji.hr/zg–vijesti/zgradu–
oronule–tvornice–rublja–dtr–u–krajiskoj–kupuje–agencija–za–zrakoplovstvo–917949. 

Govan, Fiona. “15,000 Queue for 150 Madrid Factory Jobs,” October 2, 2012, sec. Finance. 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/financialcrisis/9582663/15000–queue–for–150–Madrid–
factory–jobs.html. 

Gradske vijesti. “Zagreb Za Kamensko,” July 29, 2013. http://www.zagreb.hr/default.aspx?id=56553. 
Harvey, David. “Militant Particularism and Global Ambition: The Conceptual Politics of Place, Space, and 

Environment in the Work of Raymond Williams.” Social Text 42 (Spring 1995): 69–98. 
Hina, Me.M. “Slučaj Kamensko: Počinje Suđenje Za Aferu Kobilje Mlijeko Koju Je Otkrio Index.” Index.hr, 

September 21, 2014. http://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/slucaj–kamensko–pocinje–sudjenje–za–
aferu–kobilje–mlijeko–koju–je–otkrio–index–/772678.aspx. 

Hirt, Sonia. “Whatever Happened to the (post)socialist City?” Urban Affairs and Planning, 2013. 
“History of Aceralia.” Archive.is. Accessed August 26, 2015. http://archive.is/jL0GT. 
Iglesias, Pablo. “Understanding Podemos.” New Left Review, II, no. 93 (June 2015): 7–22. 
IndustriaCCOO. La Maquinaria Para Evitar El Cierre de Arcelor Villaverde Se Pone En Marcha. Accessed 

August 27, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d7yP5glnmE4. 
Kamensko D.D. “‘Skraćeni prospekt uvrštenje dionica izdavatelja Kamensko D.D. u burzovnu kotaciju 

javnih dioničkih društava.,’” October 2004. http://zse.hr/userdocsimages/prospekti/Prospekt–
KMSK.pdf. 

Kiš, Patricia. “Shopping Centar U Paromlinu, Hotel U Tvornici Dimić?” Jutarnji List, January 21, 2010. 
http://www.jutarnji.hr/template/article/article–print.jsp?id=504603. 

Korovljev, Andrej. HLADNO PIVO – Firma (Official Video), 2015. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uFQIPl5kT–k. 

Kuskunović, Miroslav, and Adriano Milovan. “Hrvatska će Biti Gladna: Kamensko Prvi, Slijede Stečajevi Za 
30 Tisuća Poduzeća,” October 2, 2010. http://www.jutarnji.hr/kamensko–tek–prvi––slijede–
stecajevi–za–30–000–poduzeca/891989/. 

Lovering, John. “Class Analysis and Locality Research.” Swindon Working Paper, 1987. 
Majdandžić, Sanela. “Sutra Obilježavanje Godišnjice Gladovanja Radnica Kamenskog.” Večernji List, 

September 19, 2011. http://www.vecernji.hr/zg–vijesti/sutra–obiljezavanje–godisnjice–
gladovanja–radnica–kamenskog–328216. 

Massey, Doreen. “In What Sense a Regional Problem?” Regional Studies 13 (1979): 233–43. 
———. “Politicising Space and Place.” Scottish Geographical Magazine 112, no. 2 (June 1, 1996): 117–23. 

doi:10.1080/14702549608554458. 
———. Spatial Divisions of Labor: Social Structures and the Geography of Production. 1st ed. New York: 

Methuen, 1984. 
Miguel Calderon. “Los Subsidios a Los Precios de La Electricidad.” La Nación, June 20, 2012. 

http://www.nacion.com/archivo/subsidios–precios–electricidad_0_1275872570.html. 
Milas, Dinko. “Zaustavite Fabijanića!: Protest Protiv Gradnje Na Trgu Francuske Republike.” Nacional.hr, 

October 19, 2010. http://arhiva.nacional.hr/clanak/93662/zaustavite–fabijanica–protest–protiv–
gradnje–na–trgu–francuske–republike. 

Milat, Andrea. “Pobuna radnica Kamenskog i kako se oduprijeti kapitalizmu (I).” Radnička prava, 
September 2012. http://www.radnickaprava.org/tekstovi/clanci/andrea–milat–pobuna–radnica–
kamenskog–i–kako–se–oduprijeti–kapitalizmu–i. 

———. “Pobuna Radnica Kamenskog I Kako Se Oduprijeti Kapitalizmu (II),” September 2012. 
http://www.radnickaprava.org/tekstovi/clanci/andrea–milat–pobuna–radnica–kamenskog–i–
kako–se–oduprijeti–kapitalizmu–ii. 



Page 67 of 74 

 

Miloš, Jelena. “We Were Destroyed by Capitalism!” Praksa.hr, August 15, 2012. 
http://praksa.hr/kamensko/. 

Mucko, Bojan. “Franjo Tuđman Square – From Tuđman’s Workshop of Privatization.” Urban Festival, 
2012. http://urbanfestival.blok.hr/12/en/2012/08/12/intervencije–u–javnom–
prostoru/index.html. 

Noriega, Javier L. “Arcelor cierra su fábrica de Madrid tras dos años y medio de paradas temporales,” 
January 19, 2012. 
http://cincodias.com/cincodias/2012/01/19/empresas/1326983985_850215.html. 

NOVAKOVIĆ, NADA G. “Radnička klasa Jugoslavije i samoupravljanje.” Danas, August 14, 2014. 
http://www.danas.rs/dodaci/uploaddocumentsdodaci2013biltenpdf/radnicka_klasa_jugoslavije_
i_samoupravljanje.1117.html?news_id=287148. 

País, Ediciones El. “24.400 empleos industriales menos.” EL PAÍS, February 11, 2012. 
http://ccaa.elpais.com/ccaa/2012/02/11/madrid/1328972230_051473.html. 

Pandžić, Ivan. “Ruše Kamensko: Na Mjestu Uništene Tvornice Niču Stanovi.” 24sata, July 12, 2015. 
http://www.24sata.hr/biznis/ruse–kamensko–na–mjestu–unistene–tvornice–nicu–stanovi–
427541. 

Peck, Jamie. “Making Space for Labour.” In Spatial Politics: Essays for Doreen Massey, edited by David 
Featherstone and Joe Painter, 1st ed. Wiley–Blackwell, 2013. 

Radničke vijesti. “Što se dogodilo s tekstilnom industrijom?” Radničke vijesti, October 9, 2013, 7 edition. 
Renić, Jozo. “Lenucijeva Potkova 21. Stoljeća.” Zagreb.hr, October 19, 2010, 47 edition. 

http://www.zagrebonline.hr/wp–content/uploads/2010/10/zghr_47.pdf. 
SEEbiz. “Početkom Veljače Nova Dražba Za Prodaju Kamenskog.” SEEbiz.eu, January 8, 2015. 

http://me.seebiz.eu/pocetkom–veljace–nova–drazba–za–prodaju–kamenskog/ar–102538/. 
Services, Post Wire. “Thousands of Spanish Coke Workers Protest Plant Closures.” New York Post, 

February 3, 2014. http://nypost.com/2014/02/03/thousands–of–spanish–coke–workers–
protest–plant–closures/. 

Simić, Sanja. “Pričali Smo S Uvaženim Arhitektom Fabijanićem O Bandićevoj Najavi Podizanja Spomenika 
Tuđmanu.” Telegram, May 31, 2015. http://www.telegram.hr/politika–kriminal/pricali–smo–s–
arhitektom–fabijanicem–o–bandicevoj–najavi–najveceg–spomenika–tudmanu/. 

Službeni kanal Milan Bandić. Prezentacija Projekta Trga Dr. Franje Tuđmana, 2013. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=197&v=zjPIY7ttDc4. 

Smith et al. “The Emergence of a Working Poor: Labour Markets, Neoliberalisation and Diverse 
Economies in Post‐Socialist Cities.” Antipode, no. 40 (2008): 283–311. 

Špoljar, Marko. “Josipović Posjetio Udrugu Kamensko: Ideja Je Bila Da Pomognemo Radnicama.” Večernji 
List, December 9, 2014. http://www.vecernji.hr/predsjednicki–izbori2014/josipovic–posjetio–
udrugu–kamensko–ideja–je–bila–da–pomognemo–radnicama–978146. 

Tportal. “Performans O Socijalnoj Propasti Kamenskog.” Tportal, March 7, 2011. 
http://m.tportal.hr/vijesti/115400/Kulturne–radnice–za–radnice–u–tekstilnoj–industriji.html. 

Villalba, Enrique. “El Ocaso Del Acero En Villaverde.” Madridiario, July 14, 2015. 
http://www.madridiario.es/noticia/424448/distritos/el–ocaso–del–acero–en–villaverde.html. 

Wills, Jane. “Place and Poltics.” In Spatial Politics: Essays for Doreen Massey, edited by David 
Featherstone and Joe Painter. Wiley–Blackwell, 2013. 

 

 

 

  



Page 68 of 74 

 

Appendix1: 

Details of the research: Participants and dates of the interviews 

Kamensko, Zagreb, Croatia 

Name Date 

Đurđa January 29th 2015 

Štefica January 29th 2015 

Biserka January 29th 2015 

Bega February 3rd 2015 

Damir February 4th 2015 

Marija February 4th 2015 

Mara February 5th 2015 

Suada February 5th 2015 

Božica February 10th 2015 

ArcelorMittal Villaverde, Madrid, Spain 

Name Date 

Manuel May 21st 2015 

Antonio Jun 18th 2015 

Miguel July 8th 2015 

Diego Via email, July 3rd – August 9th 2015 

Ivan Via email, July 3rd – July 8th 2015 

Carlos Via email, August 4th – August 11th 2015 

(In order to keep the anonymity of the interviewees who participated in Madrid part of the 

research, some names have been changed.) 

Interview questions for the workers of Kamensko, Zagreb: 

1. When did you start working in Kamensko factory? How old were you? Why textile 

industry? Did you have previous experience in this field of work? 

2. What were your responsibilities? Did you get promoted at any point? If yes, how did that 

influence your work? (New duties, relationships with colleagues…?) 

3. Who owned the factory? 

4. Who made the business decisions? Could you describe the process? 

5. How was your contact with the other workers of textile industry in Zagreb (DTR, 

Varteks, MK Slavonija)? 

6. How was your engagement within the union? How did this change over the course of your 

employment at Kamensko? 

7. (For those who started working before the 1990) How did the end of Yugoslavia influence 

the factory, and your work in particular? 

8. Did some of your colleagues become your close friends? Do you live near each other? 

9. How did you spend time with them while you worked in Kamensko, and how do you do 

now? 
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10. Why did you start protesting in 2010? How did you – and the other workers – decide to 

start protesting? Where did the protest start, before moving to the park and the street? 

Do you think the fact that the factory is so centrally located contributed to the visibility of 

your protest? 

11. Who supported your protest, and who didn't? (Media, politicians, students, unions, 

managers?) 

12. What was the result of the protest? 

13. Who owns the factory now and how did this change in ownership happen? 

14. Why do you think factory's business started declining? 

15. How did you manage after the factory closed? Did you get a new job? Did your former 

colleagues? 

16. What do you think will happen to the factory now? What would you like to happen? 

Additional questions for the workers involved with the NGO "Otvoreno Kamensko": 

17. How did you start the NGO? Who supported you in creating it? 

18. Did you have the skills for running such organization? If yes, did you acquire these while 

working in Kamensko? If not, how did you manage? 

19. Do you plan on expending the NGO? Or turning it into a business? 

20. How do you get work now? Do you use some of the contacts with the industry acquired at 

Kamensko? Who's your competition? 

21. Could you compare your work in Kamensko with the work in NGO, good and bad sides? 

22. Do you think that workers of other closed factories in Croatia could follow your example 

and try to organize new work for themselves? Or was yours the special case? 

Interview questions for the workers of ArcelorMittal, Madrid: 

1. When did you start working in the factory? How old were you?  Why did you decide to 

work in steel industry?   

2. What exactly was your work – what were your responsibilities?  Did you get promoted at 

any point?  If yes, how did that influence your work? (New duties, relationships with 

colleagues…?) Were you happy with the salary?   

3. Who owned the factory back then?   

4. Did you spend time together with your coworkers outside of the factory? How? Do you see 

them now? 

5. Did you know many people who worked in other factories in Villaverde? 

6. How was your engagement with the union?  Do you think that the unions have changed 

over the course of the years you spent working in the factory? 

7. Do you have a partner? Are they employed? If so, what do they do for work? 

8. Why did you start protesting in 2011?  How and when did you – and the other workers – 

decide to start protesting?  Where did the protest start, in the factory or outside of the 

factory property?   

9. Who supported your protest, and who didn't? (Media, politicians, students, unions, 

managers?)   

10. How long did the protest last? 

11. What was the result of the protest?   

12. Did many of your colleagues accept the job offer elsewhere in Spain? Where did they go?  

13. Do you think the factory could continue producing the steel?  Were you sorry it was 

closed? 

14. How did you manage after the factory closed?  Did you get a new job?  Did your former 

colleagues?   

15. What do you think will happen to the factory now?   
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16. What would you like to happen?   

17. Are you involved, or supportive, of the work of any political party in Spain? Do you think 

they support the interests of workers? 

Spanish translation, used for the interviews conducted via email:  

1. ¿Cuándo empezó a trabajar en la fábrica? ¿Cuántos años tenía? ¿Por qué decidió trabajar 

en la industria de acero? 

2. ¿Cuál fue exactamente su trabajo: cuáles fueron sus responsabilidades? ¿Le han 

promovido en algún momento? En caso afirmativo, ¿cómo esto influyó en su trabajo? 

(Nuevos deberes, relaciones con los compañeros ...?) ¿Está satisfecho con el salario? 

3. ¿Quién fue el dueño de la fábrica entonces? 

4. ¿Pasa mucho tiempo con sus compañeros de trabajo fuera de la fábrica? ¿De qué modo? 

¿Les ve ahora también? 

5. ¿Conocías muchas personas que trabajaban en otras fábricas en Villaverde? 

6. ¿Cuál fue su compromiso con el sindicato? ¿Cree que los sindicatos han cambiado con el 

transcurso de los años que usted pasó trabajando en la fábrica? 

7. ¿Tiene una pareja? ¿Estaba trabajando en la época? Si es así, ¿a que se dedicaba? 

8. ¿Por qué empezaste a protestar en el año 2012? 

¿Cómo y cuándo usted y el resto de los trabajadores decidieron empezar a protestar? 

¿Dónde comenzó la protesta, en la fábrica o fuera de la propiedad de la fábrica? 

9. ¿Quién apoyó su protesta y quién no lo hizo? (Los media, los políticos, los estudiantes, los 

sindicatos, los administradores?) 

10. ¿Cuánto tiempo duró la protesta? 

11. ¿Cuál fue el resultado de la protesta? 

12. ¿Cuántos de sus compañeros aceptaron la oferta de trabajo en otro lugar en España? A 

dónde se fueron? 

13. ¿Cree usted que la fábrica podría seguir produciendo el acero? ¿Le dió pena cuando la 

cerraron? 

14. ¿Como se apañó después de que la fábrica cerrara? ¿Consiguó un nuevo trabajo? ¿Y sus 

antiguos compañeros? 

15. ¿Qué cree que va a pasar con la fábrica ahora? 

16. ¿Qué le gustaría que suceda? 

17. ¿Crees que cualquier partido político en España apoya los intereses de los trabajadores? 
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Appendix 2: 
 

Lyrics: Mile Kekin  

Hladno Pivo – Firma 
Translation: Sonja Dragović 
Hladno pivo – The Company 

 

Da sebi manje smetam  

svako jutro prošetam  

nabijem krokse na noge bose  

puštam da me same nose  

istom rutom  

ko i godinama prije  

Alejom Bologne  

sve do Kustošije  

 

A kad stignem do porte i do spuštene 

rampe  

skinem kapu za sve nas koji još pamte  

dan kad su ispred firme stale crne 

limuzine i rekli:  

Bog, domovina, nacija  

svi na pod ovo je privatizacija!  

Napravite mjesta za obitelji dvjesta!  

 

Gledam kulise, ratuju sa statikom  

ko što nove elite ratuju s gramatikom  

a preko puta ispred Lidla, moj sektor 

proizvodnje čeka  

 

uz jednu pivu iz Q–packa možda im 

večeras priznam  

kako smo pali bez ispaljenog metka  

na staru foru novog početka  

taj dan kad su ispred firme stale crne 

limuzine  

 

i rekli: Bog, domovina, nacija  

svi na pod ovo je privatizacija!  

Napravite mjesta za obitelji dvjesta! 

 
To make myself less annoying 

I take a walk every morning 
I pull the crocs on the bare feet 
And let them alone carry me 
Down the same route 
As for years before 
Via Bologna Alley 
To Kustošija road 
 

And when I get to the entrance, to the locked door  
I take my hat off for all of us remembering 

evermore  
the day when black limousines stopped before the 

company and said: 
The God, the homeland, the nation 
Everybody down, this is privatization! 
We'll use the capacities for two hundred families! 
 

I look at the scenery, fighting the statics 
Just like the new elites are fighting grammatics  
While across the street in front of Lidl, my 

production sector awaits 
 

Maybe along with a Q–pack beer tonight to them 

I'll admit  
how we fell without a fight 
fooled with the old joke that all will be right 
That day when black limousines stopped before the 

company  
 

and said: The God, the homeland, the nation 
Everybody down, this is privatization! 
We'll use the capacities for two hundred families!  
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Appendix 3: 
 

Francisco de Quevedo (1580–1645) 
Don Dinero 

Thomas Walsh (translator) 
Letrilla: The Lord of Dollars 

Poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero. 
 
Madre, yo al oro me humillo, 
él es mi amante y mi amado, 
pues de puro enamorado                       
de continuo anda amarillo; 
que pues, doblón o sencillo, 
hace todo cuanto quiero, 
poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero.                               
 
Nace en las Indias honrado 
donde el mundo le acompaña; 
viene a morir en España 
y es en Génova enterrado; 
y pues quien le trae al lado                 
es hermoso aunque sea fiero, 
poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero. 
 
Es galán y es como un oro; 
tiene quebrado el color,                     
persona de gran valor, 
tan cristiano como moro; 
pues que da y quita el decoro 
y quebranta cualquier fuero, 
poderoso caballero                           
es don Dinero. 
 
Son sus padres principales, 
y es de noble descendiente, 
porque en las venas de oriente 
todas las sangres son reales;                
y pues es quien hace iguales 
al duque y al ganadero, 
poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero. 
 
Mas ¿a quién no maravilla                  
ver en su gloria sin tasa 
que es lo menos de su casa 
doña Blanca de Castilla? 
Pero pues da al bajo silla, 
y al cobarde hace guerrero,                  
poderoso caballero  
es don Dinero. 
 

Over kings and priests and scholars  

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

Mother, unto gold I yield me, 

He and I are ardent lovers; 

Pure affection now discovers 

How his sunny rays shall shield me!  

For a trifle more or less 

All his power will confess, 

Over kings and priests and scholars 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

In the Indies did they nurse him, 

While the world stood round admiring; 

And in Spain was his expiring; 

And in Genoa did they hearse him; 

And the ugliest at his side 

Shines with all of beauty's pride; 

Over kings and priests awl scholars 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

He's a gallant, he's a winner, 

Black or white be his complexion; 

He is brave without correction 

As a Moor or Christian sinner. 

He makes cross and medal bright, 

And he smashes laws of right,—  

Over kings and priests and scholars  

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

Noble are his proud ancestors 

For his blood–veins are patrician; 

Royalties make the position 

Of his Orient investors; 

So they find themselves preferred 

To the duke or country herd,— 

Over kings and priests and scholars, 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars! 

 

Of his standing who can question 

When there yields unto his rank, a 

Hight–Castillian Doña Blanca, 

If you follow the suggestion?—  

He that crowns the lowest stool, 

And to hero turns the fool,— 

Over kings and priests and scholars, 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 
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Sus escudos de armas nobles 
son siempre tan principales, 
que sin sus escudos reales                   
no hay escudos de armas dobles; 
y pues a los mismos robles 
da codicia su minero, 
poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero.                               
 
Por importar en los tratos 
y dar tan buenos consejos, 
en las casas de los viejos 
gatos le guardan de gatos; 
y pues él rompe recatos                      
y ablanda al jüez más severo, 
poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero. 
 
Y es tanta su majestad, 
aunque son sus duelos hartos,              
que con haberle hecho cuartos, 
no pierde su autoridad; 
pero, pues da calidad 
al noble y al pordiosero, 
poderoso caballero                           
es don Dinero. 
 
Nunca vi damas ingratas 
a su gusto y afición, 
que a las caras de un doblón 
hacen sus caras baratas;                     
y pues hace las bravatas 
desde una bolsa de cuero, 
poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero. 
 
Más valen en cualquier tierra              
mirad si es harto sagaz, 
sus escudos en la paz, 
que rodelas en la guerra; 
y pues al pobre le entierra 
y hace propio al forastero,                  
poderoso caballero 
es don Dinero. 

On his shields are noble bearings; 

His emblazonments unfurling 

Show his arms of royal sterling 

All his high pretensions airing; 

And the credit of his miner 

Stands behind the proud refiner, 

Over kings and priests and scholars 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

Contracts, bonds, and bills to render, 

Like his counsels most excelling, 

Are esteemed within the dwelling 

Of the banker and the lender. 

So is prudence overthrown, 

And the judge complaisant grown,— 

Over kings and priests and scholars 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

Such indeed his sovereign standing 

(With some discount in the order), 

Spite the tax, the cash–recorder 

Still his value fixed is branding. 

He keeps rank significant 

To the prince or finn in want,— 

Over kings and Priests and scholars  

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

Never meets he dames ungracious 

To his smiles or his attention, 

How they glow but at the mention  

Of his promises capacious! 

And how bare–faced they become 

To the coin beneath his thumb 

Over kings and Priests and scholars 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

 

Mightier in peaceful season 

(And in this his wisdom showeth) 

Are his standards, than when bloweth 

War his haughty blasts and breeze on; 

In all foreign lands at home, 

Equal e'en in pauper's loam, — 

Over kings and priests and scholars 

Rules the mighty Lord of Dollars. 

From: Hispanic Anthology: Poems Translated from the Spanish by English and North American Poets, 
collected and arranged by Thomas Walsh. G. P. Putnam's Sons, New York, 1920. 
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