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It is now common wisdom that the business sector is a key element of any multi-
stakeholder initiative against the abuses variously called human trafficking, forced labour, slavery, 
and the severe exploitation often referred to as “modern slavery”.

It is fairly obvious why business needed to be involved. Look at some recent ILO figures 
over the past couple of years. Its 2012 global estimate was that, out of a total of almost 21 million 
persons in forced labour today, some 90 per cent are exploited in the private economy by 
individuals or enterprises. And earlier this year, hugely increasing an earlier figure published 
almost a decade ago, the ILO estimated that forced labour generates illegal profits of some US$ 
150 billion every year.

These are huge and alarming statistics. In addition, the more research that is done, the 
more it is realized that these illegal profits are being realized not only in backward industries or 
the well-known high risk activities such as agriculture and construction; but sometimes also in the 
most modern and high-tech sectors of today’s global economy.

A good example is a new report published earlier this month by the well respected 
research and auditing NGO Verité. It is about forced labour in the production of electronic goods 
in Malaysia. This is a country where the world’s largest multinationals outsource much of their 
initial production of electrical and electronics components, in plants for which much of the 
workforce is migrant workers brought in through recruitment agencies. Verité found that over a 
quarter of all workers in its study sample were in situations of forced labour. And almost three 
quarters of workers in the sample study exhibited forced labour characteristics of some kind 
(explained by the presence of “one or more forced labour indicators”),  suggesting that the risk of 
forced labour in the industry is extremely high.

So much for facts and figures. Today I have been asked to take stock of what has 
happened in this area over the past decade, in the form of declarations, CSR-led initiatives on 
supply chains, national laws and international instruments, multi-stakeholder initiatives, broad-
based campaigns, or even lawsuits. What have been the major initiatives? What if anything had 
had any real impact or clout? What are the gaps?

We can begin with the context in which the “Athens Ethical Principles” were adopted by 
a group of dignitaries and personalities, with a smattering of business leaders, in Athens in January 
2006. At that time there was a very limited knowledge base, as to the good or industries affected, 
and the ways in which forced labour and trafficking could penetrate companies and their supply 
chains. At the global level, the main emphasis was still on trafficking for sexual exploitation. 
Footwear and garment companies were occasionally in the spotlight, when journalists uncovered 
abuses – mainly related to child labour – in their Asian supplier factories. A Bloomberg article 
once drew attention to the automobile industry, claiming that cars of major US and Japanese 
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factories were tainted by pig iron produced under slave labour conditions in Brazil. There were 
campaigns against oil companies such as Total in Burma, or Talisman in Sudan, when their 
investments were seen as complicit in the widespread forced labour exacted by the State and 
armed groups in these countries. However, the campaigns and publicity were then sporadic, and 
mainly fuelled by media reports rather than systematic and rigorous research.

These were scattered reports, and forced labour and trafficking were not then high on the 
radar screen of major companies. Nor were the international programmes – such as the ILO 
programme against forced labour which I then headed – giving enough attention to the 
responsibility of big business for at least permitting forced labour and trafficking to penetrate their 
supply chains.

My own eyes were opened when giving a series of media interviews in May 2005, to 
launch the ILO’s new global report against forced labour. This provided the first global and 
regional estimates of forced labour, and of the vast profits made by forced labour and trafficking. 
A CNN reporter focused on just one issue. How much forced labour was there in the Chinese 
companies swamping the Western world with their cheap products? And what we were doing 
about it? The questions certainly got me thinking. I spent a lot of the next few years probing into 
this issue, sponsoring research, and engaging with both Chinese companies and the major US and 
other multinationals with big investments in Chinese factories.

Now back to Athens and its ethical principles. These were hastily put together at the 
meeting, covering the areas of policy making, public awareness raising, strategic planning, 
personnel policy enforcement, supply chain tracing, government advocacy and transparency. They 
call for zero tolerance by companies towards human trafficking, and encourage all business 
partners including suppliers to apply ethical principles against human trafficking. A follow-up 
meeting held in Luxor, Egypt, in December 2010 adopted more detailed guidelines for 
implementing these principles. There is no monitoring or implementation mechanism. The aim 
was to get business leaders at the highest possible level, ideally CEOs, to sign up to the seven 
general principles in the hope that this would later permeate their business operations.

These initiatives focused on voluntary measures by companies, and sometimes groups of 
companies. Among the major electronics companies, for example, codes of conduct are far more 
detailed before. There used to be one line blanket provisions against forced labour or trafficking. 
Companies like Apple now have rigorous provisions, covering the role of labour brokers, 
maximum fee charging and other items. And the industry-wide code of the Electrical Industry 
Citizenship Coalition (EICC) is widely considered a model of its kind.

The voluntary measures and codes of conduct have been supported by guidance tools, 
advising companies as to ways to identify and remedy the problems. One of these, Combating 
Forced Labour:A Handbook for Employers and Business, was first issued by the ILO’s forced 
labour programme in 2008, and a revised version is shortly to be published. It covers guiding 
principles, a checklist and guidance for assessing compliance, a guide together with some tips for 
taking action, and good practice case studies. 

Just this month, the Australia-based Walk Free Foundation launched a similar guide on 
Tackling Modern Slavery in Supply Chains. This extensive handbook covers such concerns as: 
modern slavery and corporate policy, codes of conduct and their communication, risk assessment 
for new and existing suppliers, audits and on-site assessments, corrective action, and engaging 
with suppliers.

At this level – the guides and toolkits, the regular audits, the training programmes for 
companies and their suppliers – there has been a fair amount of action. A different thing is to get 
senior managers to face up to the reality of forced labour and exploitation in their company and 
supply chain operations, to give it some priority at boardroom level, and significantly to alter 
business practice in order to root out the problems.
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I remember an event that our ILO programme organized some years back, together with 
the US Chamber of Commerce, the US Council for International Business, and the Coca Cola 
Foundation, at its Atlanta Headquarters. It took place in February 2008, only a few days after the 
glitzy UN.GIFT Conference here in Vienna, which many of you will remember. At the UN.GIFT 
Conference itself, I chaired the panel with the private sector. It was business as usual. All the right 
noises and pledges were made by the company panelists, but there were only a handful of business 
representatives among the very large audience in the room.

The Atlanta Conference was different, and the first of its kind in the US. Participation was 
deliberately restricted to business, and a few government representatives. The tone was set by the 
President and CSR Manager of Coca Cola, who challenged all the 80 odd companies in the room 
to deny they had some form of forced labour in their supply chains. And one clear message from 
this meeting was that almost all companies favoured stronger regulations. Companies were keen to 
do more, but they could not do it alone. There were too many “grey areas” as regards recruitment 
methods and fees, or special work contracts for migrants. In particular, companies needed to know 
when they were obliged to disengage from a supplier, in order to avoid the risk of being complicit 
in forced labour, and when they should try to fix the problems through continued engagement.

The same issues are now arising in my own country, (still) the UK. Since last year the 
government has been trying to push through Parliament a Modern Slavery Bill, mainly to 
reconcile existing laws on human trafficking and forced labour. A bone of contention has been 
what if any provisions should be included in a new law on the role and responsibility of business, 
and whether these provisions should be limited to voluntary measures rather than regulations.

A key role has been played by an NGO called the Ethical Trading Initiative, which counts 
a large number of UK-based companies (as well as trade unions and NGOs) among its members, 
and which has been lobbying hard on the new law. ETI recently issued a 10-point position 
statement on the Modern Slavery Bill, and several of these points are worth sharing with you 
today.

 We do not believe that voluntary initiatives alone will be enough to ensure that all 
companies take the necessary steps to eradicate slavery from supply chains. 
Voluntary codes of conduct and social compliance programmes are helpful but 
inadequate to tackle the problem. We believe the legislation should include 
provisions to address modern slavery in supply chains.

 Legislation is needed to provide a regulatory framework that levels the playing field 
for all UK companies with specific provisions on supply chains. There is a critical 
role for government in ensuring coherence across all relevant government legislation 
that deals with worker exploitation and slavery.

 We believe that greater transparency in identifying and reporting slavery in global 
supply chains will drive change. All companies should be required to demonstrate 
due diligence in their supply chains. Government should provide clear practical 
guidance to all companies to help them meet their statutory obligations.

 The Modern Slavery Bill should extend legislative requirements to public 
procurement supply chains. This will clearly demonstrate the UK Government’s 
leadership and commitment in practice on modern slavery. More importantly, the 
magnitude of scale and investment in publicly procured goods and services will help 
industry drive sector-wide change.

 Government departments with international presence – particularly the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office, and the Department for International Development – can 
play a significant role in helping UK industry tackle modern slavery in global supply 
chains. We would like to see them play a more active role in bilateral and 
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international engagement in areas related to human rights, governance, regulation 
and enforcement.

As can be seen, there is considerable similarity between the position taken by the US 
companies at the Atlanta meeting six years ago, and the companies represented in the ETI today. 
They both want regulations to clarify the position and level the playing field. And they both want 
government to play a more active role.

Now we can turn to perhaps the most significant piece of national legislation on the subject, 
the California Transparency in Supply Chains Act, 2010 (which actually entered into force in 
January 2012). The California Act requires retail sellers and manufacturers doing business in the 
state to disclose their efforts to eradicate slavery and human trafficking from their direct supply 
chains for tangible goods offered for sale, as specified. The provision applies to a retail seller or 
manufacturer having at least US$ 100 million in annual worldwide gross receipts. It also requires 
the Franchise Tax Board to make available to the Attorney General a list of retail sellers and 
manufacturers required to disclose efforts to eradicate slavery and human trafficking. Companies 
are also required to disclose their internal accountability standards and procedures for employees 
or contractors failing to meet company standards regarding slavery and trafficking; and to provide 
training on these concerns for employees and management, who have direct responsibility for 
supply chain management.

The California Act therefore requires reporting and training. As its critics point out, a 
company could technically meet its requirements through a one line statement that they have no 
forced labour, slavery or trafficking in any of their company operations or supply chains. In 
practice, however, a number of major companies have taken their reporting requirements very 
seriously indeed. The information is in the public domain, and any human rights advocate can 
expose any perceived inaccuracies in a company’s reports.

While the reporting is in some countries becoming better and more transparent, and the 
knowledge base is also growing, we are still left with serious challenge. If the ILO figures are 
correct, of profits of no less than US$ 150 billion, then there is a huge and arguably growing 
problem. Verité’s recent research on Malaysia shows that a large proportion of migrant workers in 
some industries can be vulnerable to abuse. Other research in the Gulf States, for example, is 
showing how these abuses can be systemic when much of the high-risk work in sectors like 
construction is carried out by vulnerable migrant workers. There tends to be a pattern of high fee 
charging unscrupulous labour brokers and recruitment agencies, corruption, confiscation of 
passports, and restrictions on freedom of movement.

Such systemic exploitation is not limited to Asian or Middle Eastern countries. In Western 
Europe, the United States and Canada, laws and policies that tie workers to one employer, 
restricting their rights to freedom of movement, can also propagate forced labour and exploitation. 
Examples are the special visa arrangements for some categories of migrant worker in the United 
States, or recent changes in UK law which now prevent domestic workers from changing their 
employer.

In taking stock of the initiatives to engage business against slavery and trafficking, we 
need some perspective. As the ILO and others have long argued, there is a continuum between the 
bad working conditions that would normally be seen as labour rights violations; and the slavery, 
trafficking and forced labour offences which, under international law and most national law, must 
be seen as criminal offences and punished accordingly. In the latter case, there is a very slow 
movement in jurisprudence towards recognising that companies can be held accountable as legal 
personalities for such crimes. Moreover, in seeking compensation for the wronged workers, it is 
important to know when to pursue criminal or civil cases.

As for litigation against companies, there has so far been very little. A civil action case against 
one of the largest US infrastructure companies, seeking compensation for Nepali workers believed 
to be trafficked to a military plant in the Middle East, has now been dragging on for several years.

4



Non-judicial sanctions can also be used, through shareholder activism, or disinvestment by 
sovereign wealth funds or pension funds from companies in their investment portfolio believed to 
be responsible for serious abuses. A particular challenge I had a couple of years ago was to review 
the huge global portfolio of such a wealth fund, on behalf of its committee on ethics, and try to 
pinpoint companies where there might be sufficiently strong evidence of forced labour to 
recommend possible disinvestment. This is a complex exercise, because it requires identifying the 
“worst violators” for practices which tend to be widespread or systemic in particular industries, to 
use particular models of recruitment and hiring, and to be located in particular countries or regions 
of the world.

From this snapshot of the issues, what can we conclude?

Purely voluntary measures will never be enough. They are unlikely to come to grips with the 
systemic practices that create the breeding ground for forced labour and exploitation within 
companies and their supply chains. Rightly, there has been growing attention to fair recruitment 
practices, to the need to weed out the labour brokers who cheat workers out of fair conditions and 
incomes. But we have to realize that these unscrupulous recruitment practices flourish in so many 
countries today, largely because economic and social policies encourage the use of intermediaries 
by final employers, reducing both labour costs and stability of employment.

Regulations can cover reporting requirements, substantive concerns such as fee charging and 
contracts of employment, and also mechanisms for monitoring and supervision. In the negotiation 
of the UK’s Modern Slavery Bill, one of the critical issues has been the role and responsibility of a 
monitoring and licensing agency known as the Gangmasters Licensing Authority (GLA). It was 
created a decade ago, and has earned much acclaim for its work in rooting out unlicensed labour 
providers, levying sanctions and fines against those who break the law, and launching campaigns 
together with major companies against exploitative labour practices. A limitation is that its 
mandate has so far been limited to the food and agricultural sectors. The ETI has therefore 
recommended a review of the role and remit of the GLA, which would include extending its 
investigative powers into other high-risk areas such as construction, cleaning care and hospitality. 
It recommends moreover that a task force be convened as soon as possible, with representatives of 
industry, trade unions, NGOs and government.

This kind of multi-stakeholder initiative, with some powers of auditing and the application of 
sanctions in the worst cases, seems to hold out the best prospects for effective engagement. 
Business has to be at the table with others to agree on the ground rules. But there also has to be 
some form of accountability, in the case of the “worst violators”.

To end this reality check, I’d like to take you far away from Europe, and into Brazil. It has 
done much to build awareness of slave labour in agriculture, logging and industry; to keep 
employers on their toes; and to sanction the worst violators with the consent of the business sector 
as a whole. It is a fascinating mix of government, business and NGO initiatives.  A National Pact 
for the Eradication of Slave Labour has been endorsed by Brazil’s major companies, which accept 
on a voluntary basis NGO monitoring of their compliance. The catalyst for this was a “Dirty List” 
of companies found to use “slave labour”, drawn up by the Ministry of Labour since 2004. 
Though there are no specific penalties, major credit and financial institutions have elected to deny 
credit to companies on the register. At the government’s request, an NGO cooperated with the ILO 
to produce supply chain studies on the goods produced by companies on the dirty list, and to alert 
them to the forced labour in their supply chains.

 This is the genesis of the Pact, though a wider group of supermarket chains, industrial and 
financial groups quickly signed up. Apart from the monitoring element, participating companies 
also commit themselves to provisions against forced labour in their purchase and sales contracts. 
With a negative monitoring report, a participating company can be excluded from the pact in a 
blaze of publicity. Some time ago, the multinational Zara was one such company to feel the 
impact.
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European countries could do well to follow this Brazilian model. It provides the suitable blend 
of consensus building, voluntary engagement by business, monitoring, and the threat of sanctions 
at the end of the day in the event of unacceptable practice. And that, I believe, is what we should 
be earnestly striving for in Europe.

For further information, contact: anthonyrogerplant@hotmail.com 
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