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UK

Modern slavery at home
By Maxine Perella
With even John Lewis caught out by a sharp rise in forced labour in 
UK supply chains, there are fears firms will move more purchasing 
overseas to protect their brands

Labour exploitation has overtaken sexual exploitation as the most common 
category recorded for potential victims of modern slavery in the UK. 

According to the National Crime Agency, 3,266 potential slavery victims 
were identified in 2015, a whopping 40% increase on 2014 figures. Of 
those, 36% (1,183 people, both adults and minors) were identified by police 
and other authorities as being thought to have been entrapped by some  
form of labour exploitation. 

Such figures are only the tip of the iceberg. Research carried out by the 
Home Office in 2013 estimated the number of potential slavery victims in the 
UK was between 10,000 and 13,000. In his first annual report released last 
month the UK’s Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner Kevin Hyland noted 
that while the UK Modern Slavery Act had helped to push the topic into the 
boardrooms of big business, it was just the first step. “The role that the private 
sector can play in tackling modern slavery, within the UK and across the globe, 
cannot be underestimated,” he said. 

As companies pay more attention to the UK Act, reports suggest that some 
are finding incidences of modern slavery happening closer to home in their 
supply chains than first thought. Earlier this year, the owner of Kozee Sleep, 

‘Media interest 
in what’s 
happening 
locally is 10 
times that 
of what’s 
happening in 
Thailand or 
Bangladesh’
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Shiva 
Foundation, the 
charity arm of 
Shiva Hotels, is 
developing an 
Anti-trafficking 
Charter which 
will outline 
steps hotels 
can take 

a West Yorkshire bed-making business that supplied retailers like John Lewis 
and Next, was found guilty and sentenced to 27 months in jail for employing 
trafficked Hungarian workers as slave labour in his factories.

This summer, the first High Court hearing against a British company on 
modern slavery – Kent-based DJ Houghton Catching Services – ruled in 
favour of group of trafficked Lithuanian migrants, who sued the company 
for severe exploitation including unpaid wages, distress and personal injury. 
The company provided labour to poultry farms across the UK, including 
those supplying chickens and free-range eggs for major brands found  
on supermarket shelves.

Phil Bloomer, executive director at the Business and Human Rights 
Resource Centre, says what’s reported is likely only just scratching the 
surface. “We have seen a rising number of cases of modern slavery, and 
that’s the ones that have become public, either because companies are 
wanting to become transparent or because of legal cases. There is probably 
a number of other cases that have been found in UK supply chains that have  
simply not been revealed.”

He adds for companies operating global supply chains, the reputational 
risks attached to finding modern slavery on your doorstep are intense. “It defi-
nitely poses an extra layer of risk. Media interest in what’s happening locally 
is 10 times that of what’s happening in Thailand or Bangladesh. Therefore the 
risks of exposure are substantially higher.”
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Some UK poultry farms used trafficked migrants
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Ending 
relationships 
with suppliers 
should be a 
last resort. It 
just passes the 
risk elsewhere

Bloomer adds: “There is even some talk of 
stopping sourcing in the UK because of height-
ened brand risk. This would be tragic: brands can 
support decent work in the UK, rather than flee to 
avoid scrutiny.”

Cindy Berman, head of knowledge and learning 
at the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), an alliance of 
companies, trade unions and NGOs that address 
problems on an industry-wide basis, including the 
exploitation of Syrian refugees working in Turkey 
(see news story, page 6), agrees that companies 
see greater risk now in their UK supply chains. “We 
have heard from some companies that they have 
found the UK a really risky area. We do know that 
because it’s closer to home, the reputation expo-
sure is much greater.” 

As companies gain greater visibility of their 
supply chain, Berman says they are discovering 
potential risks in areas they previously hadn’t 
considered. One example is in service procure-
ment such as cleaning, catering and logistics. The 
UK hospitality industry is starting to address the 
issue. Shiva Foundation, the charity arm of Shiva 
Hotels, is developing an Anti-trafficking Charter 
which will outline steps hotels can take to minimise 
potential slavery risks in both their operational and 
purchasing supply chains. The charter is being piloted at the DoubleTree by 
Hilton in London, one of the properties managed by Shiva Hotels.

Rishi Sachdev, co-founder of Shiva Foundation and director of Shiva Hotels, 
hopes the charter will eventually be seen as an industry standard. He says 
it won’t just apply to procurement departments. “If you ask hotel managers 
how would you identify if someone coming into the hotel was a trafficker, they 
wouldn’t know what to look out for. There’s definitely something that can be 
done to educate and improve what we are doing as an industry.”

Berman emphasises that ending relationships with suppliers should be a 
last resort. “We would never advocate it as a first step… We do understand that 
companies need to manage risk and that their board managers are extremely 
jittery about slavery being found in their supply chain, and that they would 
rather pull out. As far as we are concerned, one company making a decision to 
end their relationship with one supplier is not the answer … that risk is simply 
passed somewhere else.” n
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The UK hospitality industry is starting to address slavery
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Corporate reporting

Companies ‘doing barest 
minimum’ on reporting slavery
By Katherine Sharp
Analyses of statements under the Modern Slavery Act show FTSE 100 
boards failing to appreciate slavery risks in their supply chains

When it comes to compliance with the UK’s Modern Slavery Act few 
companies are doing more than the barest minimum to meet the law. 

And as the recent Panorama documentary about Syrian refugees in garment 
workers’ Turkish supply chains showed (see page 6), even Marks and Spencer, 
a company showing leadership on the issue, can be tripped up, with the BBC 
finding refugees in one of its tier-one suppliers.

“There is only a handful of companies who are strong on disclosing risks 
and commitment to action and a very long tail of insufficient disclosure,” says 
Phil Bloomer, executive director of the Business and Human Rights Resource 
Centre, which has analysed the 27 statements published so far by the FTSE 
100 in a recently published report. Some companies told the BHRRC that 
board-level buy in was lacking.  

“Among the FTSE 100 we found patchy compliance with the legal require-
ments of the act,” he adds. “Analysis shows most are missing the opportunity 
to provide much-needed leadership to eradicate forced labour from business 
operations and supply chains. The majority of company statements demon-
strate weak risk assessment and due diligence.”

The BHRRC 
has picked 
up instances 
of companies 
using identical 
language, 
suggesting 
they are using 
a template  

PAVEL IGNATOV

mailto:https://business-humanrights.org/sites/default/files/documents/FTSE%2520100%2520Modern%2520Slavery%2520Act.pdf?subject=
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Of 12,000 
companies 
affected, only 
900 have 
made their 
disclosures

For financial years ending 31 March 2016, companies with a turnover of 
£36m face the new requirement to issue a statement every year about the 
actions they are taking to eradicate modern slavery from their business. This 
needs to be prominent from their homepage.

NGOs keep companies’ feet to the fire
But the UK Government declined to disclose the list of 12,000 companies 
covered by this new regulation or to make available a registry of corporate 
disclosures.  This role has been taken on by the BHRRC, supported by other 
NGOs working to hold corporate feet to the fire. Companies affected have six 
months from the end of their financial year to comply. And of those 12,000 
companies only 900 had made their disclosures by the beginning of November.

Ergon Associates has also 
produced a report analysing 100 
modern slavery statements. It too finds 
that most do not go beyond setting 
out broad commitments and descrip-
tions of their policies and procedures. 
Very few describe their risk assess-
ments, and even fewer say what they 
will actually do if they find modern 
slavery. Nor do they describe how they 
will monitor the effectiveness of the  
actions they will take.

One of the organisations active 
in supporting the BHRRC registry is 
the Core Coalition, a UK civil society 
coalition that campaigns on corporate accountability. “We have asked govern-
ment to provide a list of who is covered by the disclosure requirement,” says 
Marilyn Crosser, director of Core. “The government model for enforcement 
is driven by consumer and investor awareness and a list makes it easier  
to exert that pressure.” 

Campaigners were pleased with the requirement to publish the statement 
annually and prominently from companies’ home pages.  “This fits in with the 
trend from government to reduce the length of annual reports, seen as having 
become unwieldy,” explains Crosser.  “But it is better that the information be 
integrated than published separately and at a different time so that it is open 
to scrutiny at the AGM and by investors.”

Very defensive corporate response
Her criticism focuses on the lack of detail on description of the supply chain: 

GO
RO

SI

Some groups blame lawyers for a very defensive corporate response
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mailto:http://www.ergonassociates.net/component/content/article/41-selected-reports/287-what-are-companies-reporting-on-modern-slavery?subject=
mailto:http://corporate-responsibility.org/?subject=
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often only a one-sentence description. Others blame lawyers for a very defen-
sive corporate response. The BHRRC has picked up instances of the use of 
identical language, suggesting companies are lifting content from a template.  

In the BHRRC analysis Marks and Spencer, SAB Miller, BT Group, Burb-
erry Group and Vodafone Group emerge as the highest ranked FTSE 100 
statements. Marks and Spencer’s Modern Slavery Statement 2015/16 is three 
pages long. It is signed by the CEO, as required by the regulation (of the first 
75 statements published, only nine were 
CEO signed) and is visible from the brand 
home page under its legal section.  Many 
statements are not visible from the home 
page – an issue for brand websites, it may 
be argued.  It also provides information on  
internal accountabilities. 

According to the BHRRC assess-
ment, M&S was the only statement that 
included KPIs and explained in detail how 
it had mapped its supply chains to assess 
particular industry/sector and geographical 
risk. The statement also included detail of 
how it had worked with external experts in high-risk countries.

“The Modern Slavery Act has been game-changing for the supply chain,” 
explains M&S’s lead on human rights, Louise Nicholls. “It requires many busi-
nesses connected to us, from product suppliers to franchise partners and 
service suppliers like logistics, property [and] construction to have to consider 
the requirements for their own business rather than as a requirement to do 
business with M&S.”

The statement shows a reporting discipline, making clear that it is reporting 
on the steps taken during the year ending 2 April 2016. In addition to its Plan A 
report, Marks and Spencer this year published a Human Rights report for the 
first time, “ of which modern slavery is one salient right”.

Bloomer praises M&S for its Modern Slavery Act statement. “It demon-
strates greater transparency, and a more systematic approach to eradication 
of slavery than the majority of company statements we have seen so far.” But 
he said Panorama’s discovery of Syrian refugees in M&S’s Turkish supply 
chains “illustrates that even companies with greater transparency have 
considerable work to do to embed effective due diligence in their purchasing  
and monitoring practice”.

Modern slavery is a big issue for the Swiss food and drink giant Nestlé, 
which has been dogged by allegations of human rights abuses in various 
parts of its supply chain, including a decade-long lawsuit, now before the US 

‘Even 
companies 
with greater 
transparency 
have 
considerable 
work to do’
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Annual reports are seen as having become unwieldy
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mailto:https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/documents/plan-a-our-approach/mns-modern-slavery-statement-june2016.pdf?subject=
mailto:http://www.edie.net/blog/Doe-v-Nestle-or-should-I-say-David-v-Goliath/6098127%26utm_source%3Ddailynewsletter%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_content%3Dblog%26utm_campaign%3Ddailynewsletter%3Futm_source%3Dedie%2Bdaily%2Bnewsletter%26utm_campaign%3D5ceb8d3145-dailynewsletter%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_term%3D0_1c2be3283e-5ceb8d3145-101102533?subject=
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‘The Modern 
Slavery Act 
disclosure 
requirements 
are incredibly 
challenging for 
companies not  
engaged in the 
subject area’

Supreme Court, brought against it and Cargill Inc by plaintiffs from Mali who 
contend the companies facilitated child slavery by their cocoa suppliers in 
Côte D’Ivoire. 

Transparency key
Nestlé UK & Ireland is not part of the FTSE 100, and as such its report was 
not part of the BHRRC’s assessment. Nor has BHRRC had time to examine 
Nestlé’s 25-page document. 

But Nestlé has won praise from anti-slavery groups for enlisting the NGO 
Verité to investigate allegations of slave labour in its Thai fishing supply chain 
and publishing the damning results, along with a comprehensive action 
plan to gain traceability on 
its supply chain in 11 key 
ingredients, which has led 
to 99% traceability in its Thai 
supply chain.  And a recent 
report ranking companies 
on the transparency of their 
approach to combating forced 
labour risk among global 
food and beverage brands 
by KnowTheChain placed 
Nestlé third (behind Unilever 
and Coca-Cola), and first for 
giving workers a voice, using the Sedex Members Ethical Trade Audit system 
to ensure workers have freedom of association.

Anna Turrell, senior public affairs manager for Nestlé UK & Ireland, said: 
“Our responsible sourcing work has meant integrating human rights into 17 
different corporate policies and commitments so we are able to embed that 
into our day to day operations.” But she adds that the Modern Slavery Act 
disclosure requirements are “incredibly challenging for companies not already 
engaged in the subject area”. 

 Bloomer of the BHRRC says companies, like Nestlé, that are willing to be 
transparent about efforts to eliminate forced labour from their supply chains 
will benefit in the long run. He said at Ethical Corporation’s Supply Chain 
Summit last month: “In a recent case under the California Transparency in 
Supply Chains Act, Nestlé had disclosed their efforts to prevent forced labour 
in their cat food supply chains [regarding slavery in the Thai fishing fleet]. 
The California judge found in their favour because they could demonstrate 
this. That’s a lesson for all risk-averse corporate lawyers who often advocate 
against transparency.” n
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Nestlé has made efforts to prevent forced labour in its cat food supply chains
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mailto:http://www.nestle.co.uk/asset-library/documents/39506_nestle_mod-slave-act_ab_30sep.pdf?subject=
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Multi-stakeholder initiatives

Collaboration ‘strongest weapon 
against slavery’
By Maxine Perella
Ikea, John Lewis and The Body Shop are among the companies that 
are going beyond audits

The companies leading the battle against modern slavery are going far 
beyond auditing and working in collaboration with others to tackle it deep 

in their supply chains, anti-slavery groups say.
Phil Bloomer of the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre says 

companies that perform audits where suppliers are given weeks to prepare 
will almost guarantee that any human slavery that exists will not be picked 
up by auditors. “More and more [announced audits] can only be seen as an 
excuse for turning a blind eye to the risks of slavery,” he says. 

But unannounced audits are not enough. Bloomer emphasises that compa-
nies need to identify salient risks through research, develop action plans 
to address them, and send strong messages down their supply chains that 
slavery will not be accepted. 

 “Crucially, there has to be collaboration,” he told Ethical Corporation’s 
Supply Chain Summit last month. “Each company on its own at the second 
or third tier has very little leverage. They [the suppliers] are producing for 
everyone. But if there is collaboration between companies, that’s where they 
can take concerted action.”

‘Announced 
audits can only 
be seen as 
an excuse for 
turning a blind 
eye to the risks 
of slavery’
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Discuss your 
strategy, 
activities and 
concerns 
openly with 
stakeholders 
and seek 
advice and 
constructive 
feedback

Focus on recruitment fees
In the UK and wider afield, such platforms are starting to spring up. These 
include Stronger Together, a multi-stakeholder initiative to tackle hidden labour 
exploitation that involves all of the UK’s nine major supermarkets, and the 
Leadership Group for Responsible Recruitment (LGRR). The latter is focused 
on eradicating the practice of workers paying fees to recruiters, which turns 
them into bonded labourers, by promoting the Employer Pays Principle, some-
thing that has been integrated into the electronics industry’s code of practice 
for suppliers (see page 28). The LGRR is convened by the Institute for Human 
Rights and Business and has Unilever, Ikea, The Coca-Cola Company, HP and 
Hewlett Packard Enterprise as founding members.  

Ikea
“Our vision is a world where no worker has to pay fees to secure employment,” 
says Ikea’s sustainability policy manager and head of stakeholder engage-
ment, Simon Henzell-Thomas. He adds that the Employer Pays Principle 
builds on Ikea’s own supplier code of conduct IWAY, which looks to ensure 
that suppliers and sub-suppliers are respecting workers’ rights.

Asked how Ikea will be working with its own suppliers to enforce this prin-
ciple in practice, Henzell-Thomas points to a recent project working with the 
International Organization for Migration to map a recruitment corridor from 
suppliers in South-east Asia back to the workers’ home countries. 

“We are using these findings to continue improving our standards and ways 
of working, and support our suppliers to do the same.”
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John Lewis has done a detailed review of its approach to human rights
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‘Companies 
need to see 
modern slavery 
not just as 
a risk to be 
managed, but 
part of how 
they conduct 
business’

Stronger Together was launched in 2013 to help supermarkets deal with 
human rights issues in their supply chains. Jantine Werdmuller von Elgg, 
who leads on strategy, policy, partnerships and 
communication, told Ethical Corporation that 
Stronger Together’s toolkits provide guidance 
on high-risk areas such as labour provision by 
third parties and its training sessions have been 
attended by 1,900 people from 1,000 businesses.

“Later this year we will roll the programme out 
into the construction industry, together with the 
Chartered Institute of Building – that’s a key focus 
as construction has been identified as high risk 
for modern slavery. Plus international expansion 
of the programme because retailers have iden-
tified this programme as a model that could be 
used in other countries and we’ll be working with 
them to work out what the next steps are.”

John Lewis
Waitrose, part of the John Lewis Partnership, 
has used resources and toolkits from Stronger 
Together to educate employers and labour 
providers in its supply chain. Benet Northcote, 
John Lewis Partnership’s director for corporate 
responsibility, did not want to talk about how 
one of its suppliers in West Yorkshire was found 
guilty of using trafficked Hungarian workers (see 
page 17) but he told Ethical Corporation that the 
company did a detailed review of its approach 
to respecting human rights last year. This involved mapping potential risks in 
both the John Lewis and Waitrose supply chains, using a range of external 
insight and extensive stakeholder engagement to aid the process.

“Through this we identified the partnership’s salient issues and focused 
our business priorities and programmes accordingly. Two examples of the 
programmes that we are running are Waitrose’s collaboration with the Wilber-
force Institute [for the Study of Slavery and Emancipation] at Hull University 
to better understand supply chain risks, and a John Lewis pilot programme 
with the UK furniture supply chain to help suppliers improve conditions for 
workers.”

Asked how companies should respond if they do find evidence of modern 
slavery among their UK suppliers, Northcote replies: “My main advice would 
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The Body Shop has recently set up a modern slavery committee
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The Body Shop 
integrates 
human and 
labour rights 
issues across 
its business

be to focus on the people within your supply chain and put their best inter-
ests first, don’t think about reputation. Discuss your strategy, activities and 
concerns openly with stakeholders and seek both advice and constructive 
feedback, including from experts, NGOs or multi-stakeholder groups like the 
Ethical Trading Initiative.”

He adds that John Lewis is a founding member of a new collaboration, 
called Fast Forward, which aims to 
measure and improve labour stand-
ards, drive transparency, prevent 
exploitation and provide access 
to remedy for vulnerable workers. 
“What is great about both of these 
initiatives is that they are raising 
awareness of labour standards 
and modern slavery. It also means 
that messages being delivered are 
consistent across the industry.”

The Body Shop
But seeking industry partnerships 
is not enough. Cindy Berman, 
head of knowledge and learning at 
the Ethical Trading Initiative, says 
companies need to see modern 
slavery not just as a risk to be 
managed, but as a core part of how 
they conduct business. 

The Body Shop has recently set 
up a modern slavery committee, recognising that human and labour rights 
issues need to be integrated across the spectrum of the business. “We’ve done 
a lot of training to raise awareness, the obvious one being with our buying 
team. But we’ve also done a few sessions on modern slavery at our distribu-
tion centres for example,” says the company’s ethical trade project manager, 
Audrey Blancart.

She adds that the committee will define specific action plans for different 
departments. These might task human resources with employee awareness 
raising, procurement with developing supplier/buyer workshops, and the legal 
department with external engagement on compliance matters.

Berman applauds this approach and says it is one that companies are 
increasingly taking. “We are starting to see a real sea-change, but I wouldn’t 
say by any means it is across the board.” n
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Electronics industry challenges others to 
adopt employer pays principle
By Terry Slavin
Verité’s report on slavery in Malaysian supply chains prompted EICC to clamp down 
on recruitment fees. Now it is urging other sectors to follow

The electronics industry is one of the most vulnerable to forced labour because of its exten-
sive use of migrant labour in countries such as China and Malaysia, and the fact that each 

brand has many thousands of suppliers. 
But it also has one of the longest standing industry-wide efforts to tackle it. In 2004 eight 

companies, Dell, Hewlett Packard, IBM and some of their large tier one suppliers, got together 
to agree a common code of conduct. 

What began as the Electronic Industry Code of Conduct evolved into the Electronic 
Industry Citizenship Coalition (EICC), which today has 110 members, including electronics, 
retail, auto and toy companies, and thousands of tier one suppliers required to implement  
the code of conduct.

Rob Lederer, executive director of the coalition, told Ethical Corporation that the code 
is backed up with an online risk assessment tool to rate suppliers, and a robust auditing 
programme for those judged high risk. “We require members to do risk assessment on 80% 
of their spend,” he says. “What’s unique is that we represent the entire supply chain, brands, 
contract manufacturers and component manufacturers.” 

However, NGOs say this approach has not been enough to meet the scale of the challenge. 
A benchmarking report of 20 electronics companies by the NGO KnowTheChain in the summer 

http://www.eiccoalition.org/standards/code-of-conduct/


28

Ethical Corporation | August 2014??? Ethical Corporation  |  November 2016

found that although the sector demonstrates high levels of awareness of the risk of forced 
labour, with 18 publicly committing to addressing it in the supply chain, “far fewer of these 
companies also have strong processes in place to implement these commitments”. While the 
highest scorers, HP (72) and Apple (62), “demonstrate strong transparency on the steps they 
are taking” the report said, more than half score under 50 points overall and another three 
– Canon, BOE Technology and Keyence – score below 15. Significantly, none of the three 
laggards is a member of EICC.

The KnowTheChain report followed one by Verité into Malaysia’s electronics industry 
in 2014, which found that nearly one third of all migrant workers in the supply chain were  
in bonded labour. 

Lederer, who spoke at the UN Forum on Business and Human Rights in Geneva this month, 
says the Verité report came as a huge wake-up call for EICC, prompting it to revise its code 
of conduct in 2015 to address the increasingly widespread practice of workers paying fees to 
recruiters, which turns them into bonded labourers. It adopted the Employer Pays Principles 
championed by the Leadership Group for Responsible Recruitment (LGRR). 

These stipulate that: workers are not to be required to pay any fees for employment; there is 
no unreasonable restriction on their 
freedom of movement, including 
the retention of passports; they 
are given written contracts in their 
native language prior to departing 
their home countries; and are 
free to end their employment  
at any time.

“The Verité report caused us 
to dig deep into forced labour,” 
says Lederer. We probably have 
the toughest code of conduct  
out there now.”

Asked how EICC polices adher-
ence to the code of conduct, Lederer says members are required to verify compliance twice 
a year. They must do audits on 25% of their at-risk suppliers, and close out all “priority find-
ings”, those that pose risk to life or health, including child labour and slavery. EICC has also 
introduced a supplemental audit tool, specifically for forced labour situations. “It’s not good 
enough to put words on a piece of paper,” says Lederer. “We had to develop tangible tools 
and solutions to address the complex challenges of forced labour. That’s what we think is 
unique among industries.”

Lederer said members have been dropped for non-compliance and he is convinced the 
revised code of conduct is having an impact, although it only took effect in January this year. 

China has many migrants working in its electronics factories
BA

RT
LO

M
IE

J 
M

AG
IE

RO
W

SK
I

Modern slavery briefing

http://www.verite.org/research/electronicsmalaysia


29

Ethical Corporation | August 2014??? Ethical Corporation  |  November 2016

“We are starting to get the IT systems in place to do more data mining and benchmarking 
of the industry as a whole so we can show the world, in a more transparent way, how we are 
improving”, he said. 

This includes a pilot project called Workplace of Choice in 20 factories in Malaysia, where 
workers are surveyed in detail about their situation, factory managers are helped to set up 
worker communications programmes, and migrant workers are briefed about their rights prior 
to leaving their home countries. The most recent addition is 24-hour helplines allowing workers 
to draw attention to any grievance.

He said he hoped the programme would be rolled out globally, with China the next location.
EICC is also looking beyond the electronics industry, challenging other industries to follow 

its lead. “None of these prob-
lems is unique to the electronics 
industry. Forced labour is preva-
lent in all manufacturing. Our goal 
is to export our successes and 
encourage other industries to meet 
the challenge as well.”

ICTI Care is working on devel-
oping a similar code of conduct 
incorporating the employer pays 
principle for the toy industry, and 
there is also action on this in the 
construction industry, he said. At its 
annual meeting this month, EICC 
began a multi-industry initiative to 
allow its tools to be available to other 
industries. EICC already heads up 
the Conflict Free Sourcing Initiative, 
a multi-industry programme that 
provides tools to smelting operations to do due diligence in their supply chains, taking risk 
assessment all the way down to the mines. 

Cimarron Nix is programme manager of human rights and supply chain responsibility 
for Hewlett Packard Enterprise, one of the founding members of EICC and the LGRR. She 
says changing mindsets across industries is not easy, but making all industries sign up to the 
employer pays principle is the only way to bring about real change. “Just as with the focus on 
bribery and corruption, we need all industries to adopt a similarly high standard to foster an 
environment where predatory practices are aggressively rooted out and where ethical partners 
are rewarded, thereby giving employers and their customers greater assurance that workers in 
their supply chains are being recruited with dignity,” she said. n

Smelting operations are being encouraged to do due diligence
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UK and California legislation ‘flawed but 
important first steps’
The UK Modern Slavery Act goes further than the 2012 California Transparency in Supply 

Chain Act (CTSCA) as it covers a larger number of companies and requires an annual report 
(rather than a one-off statement) and board sign-off. Both acts just mandate for disclosure, rather 
than due diligence.

Last year a report by Development International found that only 14% of Californian companies 
were complying with the CTSCA. Kilian Moote, project director for KnowTheChain, says: “There 
hasn’t been as much [enforcement] as one would have expected.” 

This looks to be the case with the UK’s Modern Slavery Act as well. As in California, the UK 
legislation does not list companies that must comply.  “It’s a little ironic that a transparency act 
doesn’t explicitly state who has to comply,” Moote observes. “In order to hold companies account-
able, you need to know who to hold accountable. That’s a fundamental flaw in both these acts.”

That said, Moote says over the past six years, there has been a broad shift in how compa-
nies approach legal responsibility within their supply chains. Both Moote and Phil Bloomer of 
the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre point to new laws that are starting to shift the 
needle even further, such as the US Trade Facilitation and Trade Enforcement Act 2015. 

Section 910 of this Act strengthens restrictions on imports of goods made with forced labour 
into the US, closing a loophole in the Tariff Act of 1930, which allowed such goods to be imported 
if domestic production couldn’t meet demand for these products. The new law allows ship-
ments to be seized and compounded if forced labour is suspected, and has already been put 
into action.“It moves it from a brand reputation risk to a legitimate operation risk,” says Moote. 
Bloomer agrees: “Our hope would be that governments would move not only from encouraging 
voluntary action to then mandatory transparency, but then also into mandatory due diligence. If 
you look at the Trade Facilitation and Trade Enforcement Act, that’s the first sign of it.” n
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Comment

We can fight slavery with algorithms
Norman Pickavance argues that compliance isn’t enough. Companies 
need to join with society to eradicate this scourge

The UK’s Anti-Modern Slavery Act is a significant step towards ending 
human exploitation. The legislation is the first of its kind in Europe, 

bringing a single focus to ending slavery and trafficking, enabling compa-
nies to play a leading role in eradicating slavery from their global supply 
chains. However I believe optimism about the end of slavery may be 
misplaced.

Modern slavery is a hugely complex, highly dispersed and very lucrative 
activity. It has successfully infiltrated the third and fourth tiers of outsourced 
global supply chains. Working at the margins, unscrupulous businesses 
and serious organised crime have been able to extract a great deal of value 
simply by exploiting lives. Against this networked model of supply, I believe 
that individual corporate action using conventional compliance-based 
approaches, dealing primarily with the letter of the law, will struggle to have 
impact. If we want to end slavery we need to rethink our approach.

These days we pick up a packet of fresh prawns without thinking much 
where they came from. They are healthy, cheap and always available. Never-
theless, their low price comes at a high cost. The world’s largest prawn 
producer is the Thai-based CP Foods, a £20bn business that brands itself 
as the “kitchen of the world”. It supplies all the big supermarkets, including 
Asda, Tesco, Morrisons, Aldi and the Co-op.

GONG TO

With 
desperate 
people in 
abundant 
supply, the 
price of a 
slave has 
dropped 
from $40,000 
in 1830 to 
$90 today
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Its operations highlight why the issue of modern slavery is complex. CP 
Foods does not have slavery directly occurring in its own workplace. It wouldn’t 
be so blatant. Yet to operate efficiently, it relies on fishmeal from boats trawling 
international waters – boats often manned by slaves.

The Guardian spent six months tracing how this modern slave supply chain 
worked, discovering how Burmese and Cambodian migrants paid “brokers” 
to smuggle them into Thailand for a 
better life.

The traffickers bring these invis-
ible migrant workers over the 
border, where they are “bought” by 
trawler captains who keep them on 
board their vessels, often in chains, 
frequently working for up to 18 months 
at a time. Thai government figures 
reveal that there are 300,000 people 
employed in the prawn industry, 
mostly migrants – often slaves in a part 
of the supply chain the world would  
prefer not to see.

This is not an isolated example. 
Materials used in car seats have been 
shown to be sourced from the cotton 
fields of Uzbekistan, harvested by 
people in bonded labour. The cocoa 
industry receives beans from Ivory Coast, often harvested by children traf-
ficked into the industry, held against their will and kept unpaid. Examples like 
this are almost countless.

The pure economics of slavery mean the incentives for business and organ-
ised crime, either passively or actively, are huge. With an abundant supply of 
people desperate to find a way out of poverty, the price of a slave has drop 
from the equivalent of $40,000 in 1830 to $90 today. Passing legislation and 
having good policies in our corporations, no matter how difficult their imple-
mentation, is really the easy bit. Today’s governments, businesses and civic 
leaders will need to treat legislation as only a beginning. Here are three steps 
that, together, could take the anti-slavery approach to a different level:

1. Declare war on slavery
Businesses need to show commitment not only to the letter of the law but also 
to its spirit. Such shared commitment would see leaders in business, govern-
ment and NGOs signing a declaration that jointly declares a “war on slavery”. 
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There are 300,000 people employed in the prawn industry in Thailand

The war 
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fought by 
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government, 
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NGOs and 
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This would help to gain wider public support, galvanising and educating 
others to provide a deeper understanding of the challenges. It will be particu-
larly important if actions against slavery take a long time to bear fruit and if 
cutting out slavery raises prices in the UK.

2. A pre-competitive alliance
This shared commitment must go further than the rhetoric. The war on slavery 
needs to be fought by an active alliance between business, government, 
research bodies, NGOs and the press. Such an alliance would need to share 
a long-term commitment to invest, collaborate and report on their actions 
towards the eradication of slavery in their supply chains.  This should be done 
collectively and voluntarily, sharing insights and innovative best practice.

While some groupings already exist, we can go further. An example of such 
cross-industry and government collaboration can be seen in the approach 
taken to waste reduction within the food, clothing and electronics industries. 
Here, loose alliances developed into a tightly focused and funded body called 
Wrap, set up to drive a “resource revolution”.  Wrap acts as a point of public 
commitment and an action-focus for leading names in UK retail and manufac-
turing. In a pre-competitive way, it has a proven track record and has stood 
the test of time. Such an alliance in the war on slavery could be coordinated 
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Ivory Coast cocoa is often harvested by children trafficked into the industry
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by leading organisations under the stew-
ardship of leading business NGOs and the 
Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner 
Kevin Hyland.

3. Use big data
The power of networks is largely dependent 
on the richness of shared information. This 
war on slavery will be fought with algorithms, 
not gun-boats. By combining all information 
on suspected slave traders and traffickers 
into a single open-access data warehouse, 
each engaged company, NGO or govern-
ment body can use sophisticated analytics 
to provide an unprecedentedly rich picture 
of how the trade works and how to end it. 

It would enable the alliance to fight the 
slavery networks with their own informa-
tion, providing a much more efficient and 
cost-effective way to target resources and 
identify slave traders, putting them out of 
business. To make this happen, it is recommended that the leading account-
ancy practices, business and NGOs join forces to create a shared information 
platform on modern slavery activity, supported by the government and law  
enforcement authorities.

The potential financial gain of organisations operating at the margins of 
global supply chains mean that human exploitation is considered by some to be 
fair game. It is unpalatable to think that UK companies and the British public are 
benefiting from this trade through higher margins and lower prices, but that is the  
truth of the matter. 

The 2015 legislation is a unique opportunity to create a new way of doing 
business in which the humanity and dignity of every person is made central to 
our thinking and actions. The accounting profession has an important role to 
play by not seeing this legislation as simply an opportunity to achieve a new 
stream of professional service fees for conducting more risk and assurance 
work. The bigger opportunity requires a move beyond a compliance mind-set, 
to contribute to the common good, actively working to create and support an 
alliance of partners in a cross-industry approach.

Putting an end to modern slavery will need more commitment from busi-
ness and civic society leaders. It is a moral as much as a practical issue. And 
we can only win this fight if we work together. n
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Human rights

The business case for backing civil 
rights defenders
By Terry Slavin
A new report from Charities Aid Foundation argues that companies can 
– and should – be at the vanguard of protecting human rights

When Pakistan published a tender in 2012 inviting IT companies to bid 
for a lucrative contract for a country-wide URL blocking and filtering 

system, a group of companies agreed not to assist Pakistan in undermining  
freedom of speech.

The five companies, Websense, Cisco, Verizon, Sandvine and McAfee, 
decided not to bid for the tender after a Pakistani newspaper, Bolo Bhi ( “speak 
up” in Urdu) coordinated a civil society campaign against the government’s 
attempt to increase internet censorship. Bolo Bhi had enlisted the support 
of the London-based Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, which 
reached out to eight telecoms companies asking them to refrain from bidding 
for the contract. Unfortunately the campaign fell apart when the privately owned 
Canadian company Netsweeper broke ranks and was awarded the contract.

The Pakistan case study and others from Angola, Thailand and Cambodia 
are featured in a new Charities Aid Foundation report Beyond Integrity: Why 
it makes hard business sense to defend civil society, which argues that multi-
national companies can and should be in the vanguard of efforts to protect 
whistleblowers and safeguard human rights.

MNCs have 
enormous 
influence in a 
world economy 
where 
governance 
is weak and 
there is fierce 
competition 
to attract 
business

FOTOSCOOL

https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/media-office/multinational-companies-a-force-for-good-protecting-human-rights
https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/media-office/multinational-companies-a-force-for-good-protecting-human-rights


36

Ethical Corporation | August 2014??? Ethical Corporation  |  November 2016

‘Without fact-
finding by 
civil society, 
human rights 
due diligence 
by companies 
would be 
undermined’

The report points out that MNCs have enormous influence in a rapidly 
globalising world economy where governance is weak and there is fierce 
competition to attract business. It argues that, like the companies in the 
case studies, they should use their influence to support and defend civil 
society organisations, which are under threat as never before, with repres-
sion of freedom of expression and association reported in at least 96  
countries around the world.

Other case studies were: 
Angola, where three international diamond companies, Tiffany & Co, Leber 
Jeweler and Brilliant Earth, signed an open letter supporting activist Rafael 
Marques, who had been detained by the Angolan government after exposing 
abuses in the diamond industry. This was part of an international campaign 
that eventually resulted in the charges against Marques being dropped 

Thailand, where the Thai Tuna Industry Association and Thai Frozen Food 
Association provided bail money for Andy Hall, a journalist who was arrested 
while investigating abuses of migrant workers in Thailand, allowing him to 
escape prison and carry on his investigations; and

Cambodia, where 30 international clothes retailers and brands, 
including H&M, Adidas, Gap and Puma, intervened on behalf of Cambo-
dian garment workers to stop violent repression of protests demanding a  
higher minimum wage 

“A long-standing consensus on corporate ethics holds that companies 
should not seek to interfere or have influence in society outside of their busi-
ness interests. However, influential corporations, especially, in rapidly growing 
economies, not only find themselves with the power to hold host govern-
ments to account, they are also beginning to acknowledge that not using 
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‘There are a 
lot of issues 
of lack of 
trust between 
companies and 
civic activists, 
but we think 
they can be 
overcome’

this influence can amount to a tacit support of regressive policy agendas,”  
the report says.

This is backed up by the 2000 UN Global Compact’s Protect, Respect, 
and Remedy Framework, and the UN’s Guiding Principles on Business  
and Human Rights.  

Richard Karmel, global head of human rights for Mazars UK, who has been 
working with the NGO Shift to write a reporting framework assurance guidance 
to help companies comply with the UN’s Guiding Principles, said human rights 
defenders play a central role in the UNGPs.  “Without their fact-finding, human 
rights due diligence [by companies] 
would be undermined.”

He said this was brought home to 
him when he was in Indonesia doing 
consultation on the assurance guid-
ance last year. He was shocked to 
be told by an NGO about Indonesia’s 
“draconian” law of mass organisation, 
which effectively bans foreign NGOs 
by stipulating that foreigners who want 
to start an NGO must be resident for 
five years and deposit $1m of their 
private wealth, says Karmel. He added 
he wasn’t aware of any efforts by 
companies to work with civil society to 
pressure the government over the law, though one large multinational garment 
maker had told him “if it wasn’t for local NGOs, we wouldn’t have known about 
half the issues taking place in their supply chain”. 

 “This report is crucial in ensuring that business doesn’t forget the important 
role that civil society plays,” Karmel said.  “In the [draft] assurance guidelines 
we say companies have to engage with civil society human rights defenders 
much more, particularly auditors.”

 There are only pockets of companies that really understand human 
rights, he said. “Even they admit their train has only just left the station. 
So many more companies don’t even know where the station is, or are  
standing on the platform.”

He said the UK’s Modern Slavery Act may not do a lot to address human 
trafficking, but it has succeeded in starting a conversation about human  
rights within companies.

Ana Zbona, head of BHRRC’s civic freedoms and human rights defenders 
project, said there are several steps companies can take: examine whether 
they or their suppliers are doing anything that can harm human rights 
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‘There is a 
business case 
for company 
engagement, 
and indeed 
intervention, 
but it has to 
be carefully 
calibrated or it 
could backfire’

defenders; take a leadership role and build a network of peers that can step 
up when human rights defenders are threatened, as Websense did in Pakistan 
and Leber did in Angola; and act in support of civic space more broadly by 
engaging with governments both at 
home and in their host countries. 

She urged companies to be bold, 
and go beyond the UN Guiding Prin-
ciples, as the Thai industry groups 
were willing to do to support Andy 
Hall. “There are a lot of issues of [lack 
of] trust between companies and 
civic activists, but we think they can 
be overcome. And we [the BHRRC] 
are happy to play that role.”

Bennett Freeman, chair of the 
advisory board at Global Witness,  
and a former US Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of State for Democracy, 
Human Rights and Labour, said 
that besides the case studies in the 
Beyond Integrity report, there are 
many examples of companies that 
have come together to intervene with governments when human rights are 
threatened. This has been seen particularly in industries like mining and oil 
and gas, where the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative gives them a 
forum to interact with governments and civil rights defenders. A more recent 
multi-stakeholder platform is the Global Network Initiative to internet surveil-
lance in the ICT sector, where Google has taken a leading role. 

“There is a business case for company engagement, and indeed at times 
intervention,  but it has to be carefully calibrated in different country circum-
stances and handled with acute sensitivity or it could backfire,” Freeman said. 
“These are difficult political and operational issues. It would be useful to build 
on this study to develop criteria to help companies and industry associations 
to consider whether and how to engage, whether you should do it alone or 
collectively, publicly or with private diplomacy, or when you should ask your 
home government to do the intervention for you.”

Karmel pointed out that extractive companies created the EITI because they 
needed the social licence to operate, or risk losing the investments they had 
sunk in the ground. “We are seeing that [need for a] social licence to operate 
leaking into other industries because of the rise of social media. Now people 
on the ground are able to use social media to impact the brands.” n
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