Dear President Samarasekara and Chancellor Hughes,

As an independent journalist, since 1997 writing on Nestlé for the Geneva newspaper* Le Courrier (*the last completely independent daily in Switzerland), I am appalled at the news that Peter Brabeck-Letmathe will be awarded an honorary degree by your university.

As a journalist based in Geneva, I have tracked and written extensively about Nestlé. I have also bought a share of stock in Nestlé so that I could attend -- and speak at -- Nestlé's shareholders meetings. I have heard Mr Brabeck-Letmathe speak on dozens of occasions. Most recently, I encountered Mr Brabeck-Letmathe at a conference in Verbier (in the Swiss Alps).

His has been unfailingly rude to the members of grass roots organizations, routinely snubbing them by saying that he offers them dialogue while they persist in "seeking confrontation". In reality, ANYTHING that is said by ANYBODY, that is not in conformity with what Mr Brabeck-Letmathe says, seems to constitute "seeking confrontation".

Neslté has distinguished itself here in Switzerland and abroad by its arrogance in general and by its disregard for everything but the bottom line of its balance sheet in particular.

In reviewing the case for awarding Mr Brabeck-Letmathe this degree, you certainly must have been made aware that Nestlé, under Mr Brabeck-Lethmathe's management, is before the courts in the United States for a class action suit (involving several hundred thousand claimants) under the Alien Tort Claims Act for complicity in slavery, kidnapping and torture in several cacao-producing countries of West Africa. Complicity in what are considered three crimes against humanity counts for as much as active participation. And there is no statute of limitations. Such claims in the past, almost all settled out of court to avoid putting into the public record any evidence contrary to company claims, have nonetheless resulted in millions of dollars in damages being awarded to the claimants. Such awards in a case of this magnitude, would bankrupt Nestlé.

I questioned Mr Brabeck-Letmathe about this at a share holders meeting, before 3,000+ shareholders. All he could reply was that Nestlé does not own plantations, that I was nothing but an American "sensationalist journalist" (I am originally from Connecticut but half Québécois) and that Nestlé would fight this case no matter what. My question was obviously unexpected, and Mr Brabeck-Letmathe was obviously taken by surprise.

My question, specifically, had been what financial provisions the company was making for the likelihood of a settlement of the dispute in a way costing Nestlé billions in damages. I evoked the class action claims for damages against companies producing asbestos that had bankrupted the companies.

He did not answer this, and there was, and has been, no mention of the law suit -- not to mention the need for colossal financial provisions that would diminish dramatically dividends for years -- in the voluminous annual reports since then.

Mr Brabeck-Letmathe's approach, from what I have been able to glean from company insiders, is to stall any action on the case through legal manoeuvres until he has retired, and leave the problem to his successor(s).

Totally apart from Nestlé's consistently deplorable record in thwarting the implementation of the World Health Organization's international code on the marketing of breast milk substitutes and in repressing labor union activity (even to the point of being implicated in the killing of union leaders in Columbia and the Philippines), Mr Brabeck-Letmathe's approach to the suit brought under the Alien Tort Claims Act is, at best, irresponsible, at worst, nothing less than outright sabotage of the company in the long run.

In short, while the company's balance sheet has steadily improved under Mr Brabeck-Letmathe's stewardship, that stewardship has endangered the entire company in the long run, and Mr Brabeck-Letmathe refuses to do anything substantive about it, much less inform the shareholders, whose money risks being lost if the company is bankrupted by a settlement in or out of court.

I beg of you, please, reconsider this award. It would, in the long run, disgrace your university, and it would never be forgotten.

Cordially,

Robert James Parsons

Journaliste indépendant
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