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On the morning of 7 September 2000, former union leader Virgil 
Săhleanu was on his way to the courthouse. He was due to appear 
before a judge in one of the three cases filed against him by his 
former employer, Tepro S.A. Iași. Two months earlier, Săhleanu 
had succeeded in having the court terminate a privatization con-
tract between the Romanian state and the new owners of the 
factory, the Czech company Železárny Veselí. 

Soon after leaving his apartment that morning, Săhleanu was 
approached by a man who hit him in the face with brass knuck-
les. Another man attacked him with a knife, grazing his chin 
before stabbing him six times. The two men continued to assault 
Săhleanu after he fell, before leaving the building in an unhur-
ried manner. Săhleanu managed to climb the stairs and alerted a 
neighbour, who took him to hospital. He died an hour and a half 
later on the operating table. 

The murder was the most violent event ever to occur in con-
nection with a series of deals that privatized the factories built 
during Romania’s communist regime. Soon after the Romanian 
Revolution of December 1989, many state-owned factories were 
sold. Often, the new owners resorted to massive layoffs, sold the 
machinery as scrap and closed the business. According to a study 
published in 2015, only 22 per cent of the 7 726 Romanian com-
panies privatized after 1989 were still active and had more than 
10 employees. The privatization process was ‘… one of the most 
[opaque] programmes in Romania’, concluded the author of the 
study, Cristina Chiriac. 

In the summer of 1998, Tepro S.A., a pipe producer in Iași, 
north-eastern Romania, was sold at auction to Železárny Veselí, a 

metallurgical company founded in 
the 1960s in former Czechoslovakia. 
At the time, it was owned by Zdeněk 
Zemek, a Czech billionaire. The con-
tract – which meant the acquisition 
of 51 per cent of the total shares of 
Tepro S.A. – included an investment 
plan for the following two years. 
During the process, the buyer was 
represented by Czech businessman 
Frantisek Priplata. 

In January 1999, the new owners 
decided to lay off 1  278 out of the 
1  600 employees working there at 
the time. In its heyday, before 1989, 
the company had more than 6  000 
workers. Săhleanu was elected as 
president of the Tepro workers’ 
union in the middle of the crisis. 
Săhleanu – an engineer who had 
been working in the factory since 
the 1980s – had a record of conflict 
with management. In the mid-1990s, 
when he was transferred to a new 
department, Săhleanu filed a law-
suit, won in court and returned to his 
previous position. 
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‘HAD HE NOT DIED, 
THE FACTORY 

WOULD BE GONE’

Following the massive layoffs, the union lodged a case of labour 
conflict, and cited fraudulent practices and irregularities in the 
privatization of Tepro S.A. ‘[Săhleanu] was a strong, determined 
man,’ said Constantin Rotaru, the current leader of the workers’ 
union at Tepro.  

The new management fired Săhleanu, but he continued his 
unionist activities outside the factory. He received veiled death 
threats, said Rotaru. ‘I remember that the general manager said to 
him during a meeting, “Why are you fighting so hard? No matter 
what you do, weeds will grow on your grave.” It turned out in court 
that he [the general manager] was the one who showed the aggres-
sors where Săhleanu lived.’ 

Undaunted by the threats, Săhleanu alerted the local author-
ities, organized strikes against Železárny Veselí and sued the 
company. He succeeded in having the purchase contract between 
the Romanian state and Železárny Veselí declared null and void. 
‘[Săhleanu] was discontented with the social and economic injus-
tices in Romania in 2000,’ says Rotaru. ‘Unfortunately, that’s what 
brought him to [his] death. I never thought we could have an assas-
sination in Romania.’

In early September 2000, Priplata began 
to coordinate the attack against Săhleanu, 
with Cătălin Ciubotaru, the Romanian owner 
of Protect SRL, a security company. Ciubota-
ru’s company had won a contract for providing 
protection services to Tepro, and Priplata told 
Ciubotaru that he wouldn’t get paid if he didn’t 
solve ‘the Săhleanu case’. Priplata also agreed to 
pay Ciubotaru US$3 000 for the attack. The plan 
was to put Săhleanu in hospital for two or three 
weeks, during which Protect SRL would take over 
security at the factory and quell the protests. 

Ciubotaru put one of his employees, Irinel 
Claudiu Bahna, in charge of the operation. 
Bahna got help from Ion Tofan, a former col-
league who had recently been released from 
prison, and the two began to stake out Săhlea-
nu’s apartment, but a first attempt failed. As 
the deadline approached, the financial stakes 
for the attack increased and killing Săhleanu 
became an option. On 7 September 2000, 
Bahna and Tofan fulfilled their mission. 

More than 5  000 people accompanied Săhleanu’s 
coffin to the cemetery in Iași. 

The trial started in November 2000 and ended five 
years later. For their involvement in the case, Tepro’s 
director at the time received a 15-year sentence, while 
Ciubotaru was sentenced to 17 years. The two assas-
sins were convicted and sentenced to 23 years in prison. 
Priplata was sentenced to eight years, but he avoided incar-
ceration by hiding for two months, then fleeing Romania to 
the Czech Republic using a false Hungarian passport. 

The Romanian authorities made several unsuccess-
ful attempts to extradite Priplata. Additionally, a court 
in Brno, Czech Republic, refused to recognize the Roma-
nian verdict because it considered that Priplata’s right 
to defence had not been respected in court. As a result, 
the Romanian authorities would only be able to appre-
hend Priplata if he were to leave the Czech Republic. 
According to investigative journalism organization Rise 
Project, Priplata is still involved in a company in Roma-
nia that sells furniture and fabrics.  

Železárny Veselí left Romania, but the state paid it 
US$3.1 million for its shares, plus interest. The factory was 
sold again to an Indian company, ArcelorMittal Steel. In 
2017, according to the company’s most recently available 
reported fiscal information, Tepro employed 258 people. 
However, productivity increased after the new owner 
invested some €30 million (about US$33 million) in new 
equipment, Rotaru explained. The factory is still alive and 
offers jobs to hundreds of people: a posthumous victory for 
Săhleanu. ‘I am ashamed to say that had he not died, the 
factory would be gone,’ says the current union leader.

The workers’ union at Tepro still hope that 7 September 
– the day Săhleanu was assassinated – will be proclaimed 
as the day of Romanian syndicalism. ‘Just a day for workers 
to remember that someone died, so they could eat a piece 
of bread today,’ Rotaru said.
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