WHITE PAPER

Will Collaborative Intervention
Finally End Modern Slavery?

Despite attempts to eradicate slavery from
global supply chains, the practice still exists
and has sadly increased as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. This whitepaper explores
the drivers of modern slavery, the impact of the
pandemic on forced labor, and what’s being
done to establish slavery-free supply chains.

How Much Is the Value of Man?
Slavery has been illegal worldwide since the last country banned
it in 2007. However, modern slavery is widespread, and today's
consumers are unwittingly benefitting from cheaply priced goods
available as a direct result of this harrowing practice. Despite gains
made in the early 2010s in combatting modern slavery, the COVID-19
pandemic has threatened to reverse the positive progress. In
particular, child labor rates have seen staggering increases in the
past year.
On the international level, awareness about modern slavery has
increased significantly as nations like the UK passed anti-slavery
legislation designed to bring full transparency to supply chains. In
2019, 2021 was named as the “International Year for the Elimination
of Child Labor” by the UN.1 At the 2021 G7 Summit, the G7 nations
named ending forced labor a top priority. Within weeks, the Biden
administration announced a ban on imports from China2 as part of
a worldwide strategy to combat the use of forced labor in Xinjiang.
Consumers have moved toward more ethical buying habits overall.
Younger consumers demand products that are environmentally
and socially conscious, and they are willing to pay a premium
for slave-free products. In this landscape of growing awareness,
brands, retailers and manufacturers can no longer ignore their
responsibilities to their workers, regardless of how far down the
supply chain they may be.

"Modern
slavery is still
widespread
and today's
consumers are
unwittingly
benefiting from
cheaply priced
goods."

Modern-Day Slavery - Facts and Figures
Slavery is often viewed as the dark stain on the developed world’s
history, harking back to when the trans-Atlantic slave trade of the
18th and 19th Centuries was at its peak. That era seemed to have
ended with the abolition of the slave trade over the course of many
years, most famously in the US after its 1861 Civil War.
In reality, slavery is still rampant today. Modern slavery comes in
many forms: human trafficking, forced labor, indentured servitude,
debt bondage, and child labor.
Today, the number of people enslaved worldwide is estimated to
be more than 40 million. Women are much more likely to be victims
of modern slavery, making up more than 70% of victims today. In
addition, there are now 160 million children in child labor,3 with
1 Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 July 2019 - https://undocs.org/en/A/
RES/73/327
2 F
 ACT SHEET: New U.S. Government Actions on Forced Labor in Xinjiang - https://www.
whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/06/24/fact-sheet-new-u-sgovernment-actions-on-forced-labor-in-xinjiang/
3 C
 hild labor rises to 160 million – first increase in two decades - https://www.unicef.org/
press-releases/child-labour-rises-160-million-first-increase-two-decades
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rates increasing due to COVID-19 and rising rates of poverty. In subSaharan Africa alone, an additional 16 million children have entered
into child labor in the past four years.
The top global contributors to modern-day slavery are India, China,
Pakistan, North Korea, Nigeria, Iran, Indonesia, the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Russia, and the Philippines. In some of these
nations, as much as 9% of the population may be participating in
some form of modern-day slavery at any given time according to
the Global Slavery Index.4
A common misconception is that modern slavery and human
trafficking are primarily limited to the sex industry, but more than
81% of all victims of exploited workers are in other industries.
According to the ILO (International Labor Organization), the
construction, manufacturing, electronics, fashion, agriculture and
fishing industries account for almost a quarter of those enslaved
today. In pursuing lower-priced inputs, brands and businesses have
constructed vast global supply chains that extend to locations where
the governments cannot be relied upon to enforce labor laws and
uphold human rights. As a result, a high percentage of products
used by a modern consumer can be potentially traced to modern
slavery, several tiers into its production process.
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The COVID-19 Pandemic and Forced Labor
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on forced labor has been
devastating, with child labor facing the biggest challenges. Much
of the progress made in previous years has been stalled or reversed
due to in-person audits stopping entirely during the worst months of
the pandemic. UNICEF and ILO estimate that there are currently 160
million children working in slavery conditions today and that another
8.4 million children are at risk. There has been a significant rise in
4 2018 Global Findings - https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/global-findings/
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children aged 5-11 entering the workforce, and a significant rise in
children between the ages of 5-17 doing "hazardous work."
ILO defines child slavery or child labor as work that is "mentally,
physically, socially, or morally dangerous or harmful to children" and
that prevents them from attending school. Countries that do not
offer robust public schooling are more likely to see higher rates of
child labor, as are rural areas that have been more heavily impacted
by the pandemic than urban areas.
Progress in previous child labor hotspots like Asia, the Pacific,
Latin America, and the Caribbean is under threat, and new
hotspots are emerging. Due to population growth, multiple political
crises, poverty and a lack of social services, Sub-Saharan Africa has
become a new hotspot, with an increase of 16.6 million children
entering into child labor. Twenty percent (31.5 million) of children
work in services, and another 10%, (or 16.5 million) work in industry
or manufacturing.
Agriculture is the largest industry for child laborers. Children have
had to join the workforce to support their families during this time
of economic instability, often for little pay. In the Ivory Coast of
Africa, children are lured across borders under false pretenses and
then forced to work on cacao plantations doing hard manual labor
without access to clean water or food for slave wages.5 This work
makes it impossible for these children to attend school and can even
cause life-threatening injuries.
As a result, the entire US chocolate industry, including companies
Nestlé, Cargill, Mars, and Hershey, is currently being sued by a group
of eight former child slaves who allege that they "were forced to
work without pay on cocoa plantations".6 This is the first time
individuals who participated in forced labor along a supply chain
have brought a formal case against the industries that enabled their
enslavement.

Consumer Awareness – The Ethical Consumer is
Here
It is undeniable that consumers have real power to demand
transparency and compliance of the brands they buy — but only
once they are aware of the problem.
Increasing the level of awareness is among the top priorities
of numerous anti-slavery initiatives and NGOs. A particularly
powerful tool for the average consumer Iaunched by KnowtheChain
5 C
 ocoa’s child laborers - https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/business/hersheynestle-mars-chocolate-child-labor-west-africa/
6 M
 ars, Nestlé and Hershey to face child slavery lawsuit in US - https://www.theguardian.
com/global-development/2021/feb/12/mars-nestle-and-hershey-to-face-landmark-childslavery-lawsuit-in-us
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generates a forced labor scorecard for any company entered
into the organization’s search engine. The scorecard tracks every
aspect of a company’s response to forced labor in this supply
chain including monitoring, purchasing practices, commitment and
governance, and remedy.
Consumer surveys show that the majority of consumers would
change their purchasing decision depending on whether or not
a certain product involved slavery or exploitation. Companies are
adopting labels like Fair Trade and Living Wage to show that their
supply chain is slavery-free, and more and more consumers are
willing to say no to products that don't meet their standards. In
fact, ethical consumer spending has increased by more than four
times in the past 20 years. It's now a £41bn industry in the UK
alone.7 As awareness and transparency increase, so does consumer
demand for ethical products.
Walk Free surveyed 2,000 adults8 in the UK and found that between
60-70% of consumers would switch brands if they found out that
forced labor was part of the making of a product. However, they
were more likely to trust brands that had been certified by an NGO
like Fairtrade, and more likely to pay more for ethical products

Progress So Far
LEGISLATION
After the introduction of the UK's Modern Slavery Act in 2015,
other nations followed suit. Australia filed its own Modern Slavery
Act in 2018. International law firm White & Case explains that the
law requires businesses to "report annually on the risks of modern
slavery in their operations and supply chains and the actions taken
to address those risks."9 Like the UK law, this provision legally
obliges company management to examine every link of their supply
chains, not just their immediate suppliers, and provide evidence of
their findings. Companies that meet the minimum turnover threshold
and do any kind of business in Australia (AUD$100m) must produce
annual reports on their efforts to identify and prevent modern
slavery in their supply chains
In 2019, the UN made ending child labor a priority when it ratified
ILO's proposal for 2021 to be named the International Year for the
Elimination of Child Labor.10 The proposal outlines a number of
7 H
 as coronavirus made us more ethical consumers? https://www.bbc.com/news/
business-55630144
8 C
 an Consumers Help tackle Forced Labour? - https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/03/
can-consumers-help-tackle-forced-labour/
9 M
 odern slavery reporting requirements in Australia and the impact of COVID-19: What you
need to know - https://www.whitecase.com/publications/alert/modern-slavery-reportingrequirements-australia-and-impact-covid-19-what-you
10 International Year for the Elimination of Child Labour - https://www.ilo.org/global/aboutthe-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_766351/lang--en/index.htm
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necessary actions each nation must take in order to eliminate child
labor by 2025.
In response to ILO's goals for 2021, the Biden administration brought
awareness to forced labor in China by banning the import of slaverylinked materials from Xinjiang. In addition, polysilicon from certain
sources in China was added to the Department of Labor’s “list of
goods produced by child labor or forced labor.”11 While the list is
not punitive, it serves to raise awareness and increase collaboration
across nations to end child labor.
BRAND AND RETAILER EFFORTS
Some brands are taking steps to uncover and eradicate modern
slavery in supply chains without waiting for government pressure.
A good example of that is Unilever, which launched an effort in 2018
to eradicate slavery at every level of its organization. They released
their first Human Rights report in 2018 and have released updates
to that report each year.12 They were the first company of that size
to do so.
In addition, Unilever introduced a risk-based audit approach that
analyzes every supplier based on the inherent risks posed by their
location and other factors. Suppliers who are deemed risky must
undergo an additional third-party audit and can either make the
appropriate changes or lose Unilever's business. The company's
changes have been lauded by organizations like Oxfam and the UN.

"It is not
uncommon
for consumers
to directly
demand that
manufacturers
ensure that
their products
are slaveryfree.”

KnowtheChain13, which provides supply chain transparency for
companies and investors, has even placed Unilever in its top two
companies for 2021 due to the amount of information the company
discloses about its labor force at every level.
GRASSROOTS INITIATIVES
There are hundreds of associations, foundations and NGOs working
to raise awareness and abolish modern slavery. Some of the bestknown organizations today are Walk Free, Free the Slaves, and Made
In A Free World. Each of these gives the consumer tools they can
use to make more ethical purchasing decisions.
It is not unusual for consumers to create Change.org petitions to
call for living wages, fair working conditions, and an end to forced
labor in every stage of the supply chain for their favorite products.
Petitioners have organized boycotts of brands like Wendy's and
Nestlé for their failures to eliminate modern-day slavery from their
supply chains.14

11 D
 OL List of Goods Produced by Child Labor or Forced Labor - https://www.dol.gov/
agencies/ilab/reports/child-labor/list-of-goods
12 H
 uman Rights Report - https://www.unilever.com/Images/unilever-human-rightsreport-2020_tcm244-558516_en.pdf
13 Know the Chain - https://knowthechain.org/
14 Why Boycott Wendy’s? - http://www.boycott-wendys.org/
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NGOs Fairtrade, UTZ and Rainforest Alliance have created
certification programs for suppliers that meet their ethical standards,
which include a complete ban on child labor. While imperfect, these
programs have helped bring more awareness to consumers, who can
opt for the more ethical product. Due to various lawsuits and the
work of NGOs, consumers now have more information than ever
before about where each component of a product is sourced.

Importance of Slavery-Free Supply Chains
The examples above make it obvious that businesses are under
more pressure from customers, governments, and NGOs than ever
to monitor their supply chains at every level. The pace of change
might not yet be enough to end modern slavery tomorrow, but
it is sufficient to make major brands wary of the consequences
that unscrupulous or negligent treatment of supply chains can
bring. Failure to ensure social responsibility in supply chains can
cause disastrous brand value destruction, class action lawsuits,
and, under the new legislation in the UK, the US, and Australia,
fines and jail time.
Andrew Forrest, Chairman of the Walk Free Foundation, believes
that the majority of companies do not wish to exploit people, but
at the same time are reluctant to look too closely at their supply
chains for fear of discovering slavery and suffering the resulting
reputational damage. Yet for companies today, lack of awareness
of what goes on in their supply chains is sooner an aggravating
factor than a mitigating one. Major brands find themselves under
increasing pressure — from "above" in the form of tightening
legislation and from "below" in the form of consumers, who wish
to be more aware of the products they buy, and demand that the
businesses they patronize ensure such awareness.
That said, eliminating modern slavery from global supply chains
is a tremendous challenge. Major brands' supply chains are long
and complex, crossing multiple borders and involving numerous
subcontractors. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has rapidly
accelerated efforts to achieve supply chain visibility. As companies
faced interruptions and shortages in their supply chains, they
adopted new technologies that allowed them to decrease the
risk15 of using an unethical supplier. Despite these gains, ensuring
transparency and traceability is still particularly difficult in areas
with high rates of poverty, which are often rife with corruption.
Investigations into a brand's supply chain should be conducted
on-site, by auditors familiar with the country and the industry, and
with systems in place that ensure bribery does not determine the
outcome.
15 H
 ow the Global Pandemic Accelerated Supply Chain Visibility, Digitalization, and
Automation - https://www.supplychain247.com/article/how_the_global_pandemic_
accelerated_supply_chain_visibility_digitalization

www.qima.com - © 2021

7

How QIMA Can Help – Comprehensive CSR Solutions
QIMA offers a range of CSR solutions with a focus on continuous improvement to help our
clients ensure that every link of their supply chain meets international standards for ethical,
environmental and structural compliance, as well as in-house policies for worker rights and
labor safety.
Ethical Audits:
Manage social risk in your supply chain with QIMA’s best-in-class audit protocol or
key international standards such as SMETA, amfori BSCI, Higg Index FSLM, Social
& Labor Convergence, Responsible Jewelry Council and ICS.
Environmental Audits:
Assess compliance with regulations for environmental protection and
minimize your supplier’s impact with an audit protocol based on the ISO 14001
standard, or the Higg Index Facility Environmental Module.
Structural Audits:
Verify the integrity and safety of your supplier’s premises with a QIMA structural
audit or LABS audit performed by licensed civil engineers, and receive
recommendations for repairs, strengthening and retrofitting measures.
• Our audits culminate in a Corrective Action Plan that gives your suppliers the
opportunity to address any minor, major or critical issues.
• We conduct custom training workshops to educate suppliers on best practices and
help them achieve compliance.
• We offer confide ntial channe ls for grie vance re porting to complement ethical
audits, including worker voice surveys, a worker hotline or proactive callback service.
• GPS tracking integrated into QIMA audits helps you to map your supply chain and
identify unauthorized subcontracting.
Contact us to develop a custom CSR program: info@qima.com

About QIMA
QIMA is a leading provider of supply chain compliance solutions,
that partners with brands, retailers and importers to secure and
improve the quality of their global supply network.
QIMA combines on-the-ground experts in 85 countries for quality
inspections, supplier audits, certification and lab testing, with a
digital platform that brings accuracy, visibility and intelligence for
quality and compliance data.
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