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Why this title? 

Basically, because I want to shed light on the different dimensions of the subject matter of 

this Roundtable and the challenges ahead.  

More and more, anti-trafficking experts have been emphasizing the potential use of 

technology, either in preventing abuse, or in remedies and gathering evidence for 

prosecution of offenders. 

I remember a few years back moderating a session on precisely this topic, at a conference 

on forced labour and the fishing industry organized by the Government of Norway and the 

ILO. The technical experts were upbeat about the potential. Some trade unionists and other 

activists were rather more pessimistic, for example highlighting the problems of connectivity 

in the particular case of the fishing industry. A key message was that technology alone 

cannot remedy the problems, unless her vulnerable can be confident that there are 

available support groups and services to act on the information detected and the remedies 

requested. 

Let’s look at the positive side first. Others at this Roundtable can provide more technical 

details than myself. But just about everyone has a mobile phone these days, for which 

tailored apps can be developed. Even when fishers and other vulnerable migrants cannot 

log on, they can take photos of their identity documents and employment contracts. They 

can create an audit trail, shared with family members and advocacy NGOs. They can 

document any case of abuse through photos and video recordings, and such evidence can 

later be admissible in court proceedings. It can all be uploaded onto Facebook and similar 

programmes. An example is an app launched by the NGO Human Rights at Sea, together 

with the International Bar Association, which enables seafarers to send information of 

documented abuses to a storage facility maintained by LexisNexis. 
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Until a couple of years ago, I was fortunate to be the first Chair of the Board of the Issara 

Institute in Bangkok, an innovative NGO which has been at the forefront of tech-driven 

initiatives to protect migrant workers (mainly Burmese, but also Cambodians and others) in 

the Thai fishing industry. A key product has been its “Golden Dreams” smart phone app in 

the Burmese language, as a platform for learning and exchanging information, reviews and 

ratings, comments,  and advice about employers and service providers in both home and 

destination countries. 

So if enhanced access to information and exchange of knowledge are the paths to better 

protection,  progress is evidently being made. 

Now to the downside.  Mass production of this technology comes at a cost, both in terms of 

miserable labour conditions in the production plants, and in the use of rare materials that 

can themselves be produced under forced labour and slavery conditions. We all know of the 

allegations and campaigns against the likes of Apple, Foxconn and Samsung in their Chinese 

and other Asian factories; and of the slavery-like conditions in the African mines where 

some of the raw materials are extracted. 

A second part of the downside is rather less obvious. Does technology dull the mind? Does it 

lessen rather than enhance social conscience? Does it make it more or less likely that 

consumers will turn a blind eye to the labour conditions under which the latest fanciful 

product has been developed? 

Is this what you mean by the connectivity challenge? 

Yes, though it needs a lot of thought. My hunch is that social media and technology provide 

a potential opportunity to protect the vulnerable, through greater knowledge and 

knowledge sharing; and that they have some opportunity to raise consumer awareness, but 

that on the latter issue little progress has been made and we are only at the foothills of 

tackling it. It is tempting to be pessimistic about modern mankind and its countless mindless 

technological diversions. Blaring music, snapchat, selfies, computer games and the rest of it. 

Dumbing down of the mainstream media as well as the social media. 

But there is also a lot of good will out there. With guidance and prodding, and helped by 

innovative products, the younger generation could latch more on to such social concerns as 

slavery and forced labour, in the same way is has increasingly embraced environmental 

concerns. 

So creative and tech-savvy minds need to get together with the human rights movement, 

and see how to drive forward this connectivity. Ratings of companies and products need to 

be made more interesting. Not dry indices of the good, bad and the ugly in government 

performance and the business world. But exciting games, as part of recognition of best 

practice or a naming and shaming approach. 
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What can businesses be expected to do? 

When I started engaging with the business community on forced labour, some 15 years ago, 

I felt I was almost alone. Companies did not want to address the issue, and it was an uphill 

matter even to get it on their business radar screens. There has been a sea change since 

then. At the steadily growing number of conferences, the big brands are vying for speaking 

slots. They all want to to display their due diligence and company codes of conduct. Google, 

Starbucks and others are keen to be seen funding anti-trafficking programmes. As one of my 

former employees insisted to me last week, these are now red hot issues for business. 

But are they really? Is there any substance to the lip service and jabbering? I don’t know 

everything that is going on it is world, but have found very little beyond the right choice of 

buzz words and often self-congratulatory speechifying. Real progress will be made, if major 

companies can invest in the products that would get the reality of exploitation, forced 

labour and trafficking on the mainstream social media and most popular apps. Whether 

individual companies would take such steps, without regulations that oblige them to take 

more concrete action, is a moot point. But this should be a primary target of pressure group 

activity, which seeks to connect the rights and protection of the vulnerable with the 

awareness of consumers in our complex digital age. 

 


