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This book focuses upon the changing nature of 
work. It explores why and how global patterns of 
work and employment have changed, where they 
might be heading in the future, and what types of 
strategies and approaches might make that future 
better. As we demonstrate in the pages which fol-
low, ongoing changes to the global economy have 
left hundreds of millions of workers in vulnerable 
and precarious conditions. Hard won protections 
have been eroded via deregulation and outsourc-
ing. Oversight and inspection of workplaces have 
declined. Rates of union membership have col-
lapsed in many places. Additional barriers to col-
lective organising and collective bargaining have 
been established.

Corporations who used to produce most of their 
goods in-house have outsourced most steps in the 
production process to hundreds or even thousands 
of different suppliers operating in dozens of differ-
ent countries. As much as 80% of goods and ser-
vices are traded via global supply chains. Workers 
are also increasingly mobile, with an estimated 164 
million international migrant workers throughout 
the globe. Most of these workers do not have the 
same rights and protections as their local counter-
parts, leaving them vulnerable to numerous forms 
of abuse. Both national and international regula-
tions have not kept up with this new world of work. 
If we want to ensure a better future for work, we 
will need to fight for it. 

Many conversations about the future of work are 
concerned with technology, particularly with the 
ways in which technology will change the number 
and types of jobs that are available. Yet while we 
have no doubt that technology will continue to play 
a major role, we find it important not to overstate 
the independent effects of technological change. It 
is a mistake to view technology as a force of nature 
that effectively operates outside the reach of gov-
ernment, the economy, or civil society. The impact 
of technological innovation on patterns of work 

and employment has always been both constrained 
and enabled by political and economic interests. 
Accordingly, changing that political and economic 
landscape in ways that advantage workers is where 
we must concentrate.

Likewise, too many conversations about work and 
technology are primarily concerned with how lead-
ers of industry and highly educated elites might 
take advantage of new economic opportunities. We 
should not only be talking about who gets to de-
sign and programme the next generation of robots. 
We also need to talk about who mines the precious 
metals which the robots require, and the ways in 
which these metals move through global produc-
tion networks. Work has always been a political is-
sue as much as an economic issue. Technology does 
not change this equation. 

Politics has sometimes been defined in terms of 
“who gets what, when, and how”. This definition is 
particularly useful for thinking about the future of 
work, because it directs attention towards the central 
question of how resources get distributed, to whom, 
and on what terms. Global patterns of work and em-
ployment are heavily influenced by laws and regula-
tions – or the lack thereof – that have been designed 
to leave many workers and migrants vulnerable to 
exploitation. The most effective way of reducing pat-
terns of exploitation and abuse is thus to change how 
these systems are designed. This is not an easy task. 
Corporations and consumers in the Global North 
derive tremendous benefits from our unjust global 
economy. As do political and economic elites in the 
Global South, who are some of the main beneficiar-
ies of the corporate ‘race to the bottom’ to find the 
lowest wages and worst conditions. Instead of help-
ing to protect workers, laws and regulations often 
end up creating vulnerability. 

We therefore need to focus upon questions of polit-
ical and organisational strategy. This book not only 
seeks to better understand how and why work has 

Foreword
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changed, it also seeks to identify as many strate-
gies as possible for workers and their allies to come 
together in order to build a better future. In the 
pages which follow, we spend a great deal of time 
on strategic questions. What are the best ways of 
supporting collective organising and bargaining in 
an increasingly hostile political and economic en-
vironment? What are the best models for elevating 
the voices and interests of precarious workers, and 
how might they be introduced elsewhere? How can 
alliances be built between different types of workers, 
and between workers based in different countries? 
What types of regulations need to be introduced 
– or withdrawn – to help ensure that vulnerable 
workers have a more effective voice? What are the 
best ways for funders and philanthropic founda-
tions to support precarious workers? What are the 
best ways of both challenging and changing already 
established approaches which have proved to be 
ineffective or counterproductive, such as corporate 
social responsibility (CSR)? How can systems of 
labour exploitation be connected to the larger sys-
tems maintaining global patterns of inequality, im-
punity, sexism, racism and xenophobia? By raising 
these and related questions, we seek to contribute 
to ongoing conversations regarding what the most 
promising approaches or models might look like, 
and how they might be effectively implemented. 

As our contributors demonstrate in much greater 
detail, there is no shortage of already established 
models, such as the Fair Food Program or the Asia 
Floor Wage. Workers have been organising against 
exploitation and abuse for a very long time, so any 
conversation about different strategies should prior-
itise their expertise and experience. While this point 
may seem obvious, it still needs to be repeated. Ma-
jor decisions about the future of work are frequent-
ly made without meaningfully consulting affected 
workers. Regulations that determine pay and con-
ditions are chiefly defined by the needs of corpora-
tions, rather than the needs of workers. In case after 
case, the balance of power between workers and em-
ployers has shifted in favour of employers. Efforts to 
restore balance need to be led by workers. 

The organisation of the book 
This book was produced by the Beyond Traffick-
ing and Slavery project (BTS) on openDemocracy 
with funding from the Future of Work team at the 
Ford Foundation. It brings together a combination 
of semi-structured interviews and original articles 
which were previously published online on open-
Democracy over a three month period in late 2018. 
Most of the contributors to the book come from 
worker organisations, such as the International 
Trade Union Confederation, China Labour Bulle-
tin, and the Self-Employed Women’s Association, 
or from organisations which focus on precarious 
work, such as the Worker-Driven Social Respon-
sibility Network, Focus on Labour Exploitation, 
the International Committee on the Rights of 
Sex Workers in Europe, and the Global Alliance 
Against Traffic in Women. To help make sense of 
how these contributions have been organised, we 
need to briefly describe the backstory behind our 
project, and to explain how the different parts have 
been put together. 

In July 2018, the Ford Foundation published a major 
report – Quality Work Worldwide – which identi-
fied strategies for improving protections against la-
bour exploitation and vulnerability, and for enabling 
workers to more effectively participate in shaping 
their terms of employment. This report emerged out 
of a two-year exploration (2015-2017) chiefly fo-
cused upon global supply chains and migrant labour, 
to which BTS also contributed. In addition to iden-
tifying pathways for improvement, the report also 
identified a series of global challenges which need-
ed to be overcome, including lack of accountability 
from companies, global governance gaps, limited 
action from national governments, and insufficient 
power and voice for workers. 

This book expands upon the themes of the Quali-
ty Work Worldwide report. Recognising that there 
were a number of important issues which had not 
yet been fully explored, the Future of Work team 
commissioned BTS to develop a new project. This 
came to be known as the Future of Work Round 
Table. This project had a number of goals: 1) to 

http://www.fairfoodprogram.org
https://asia.floorwage.org
https://asia.floorwage.org
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery
https://www.fordfoundation.org/work/challenging-inequality/future-of-work/
https://www.opendemocracy.net
https://www.opendemocracy.net
https://www.ituc-csi.org
https://www.ituc-csi.org
https://clb.org.hk
https://clb.org.hk
http://www.sewa.org
https://wsr-network.org
https://wsr-network.org
https://www.labourexploitation.org
http://www.sexworkeurope.org
http://www.sexworkeurope.org
https://www.gaatw.org
https://www.gaatw.org
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1MklmEG5tOK0XbOIkdFucYTqUddVplR7M/view?usp=sharing
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provide new insights regarding how and why glob-
al patterns of work and employment have changed, 
and where they might be going next; 2) to provide 
a platform for many different perspectives from 
around the globe; 3) to reflect upon the role of phil-
anthropic foundations in developing programmes 
to support quality work and economic security, 
particularly for those in precarious employment; 
and 4) to identify and evaluate different strategies 
for helping to ensure a better future for workers. 

These goals were reflected in the final design of the 
Future of Work Round Table, which featured both 
targeted invitations and an open call for addition-
al contributions. With some input from the Ford 
Foundation, the BTS editorial team put together 
a diverse invitation list that included experts from 
a range of backgrounds and geographic locations. 
Around two-thirds of our contributors were re-
cruited via invitations, with the final third coming 
via the open call. The entire process was organised 
into two distinct stages, which were as follows: 

Stage one 
1.	 Twelve leading experts from different corners 

of the globe were recruited to share their exper-
tise and experience as part of a virtual round 
table, which was published on openDemocracy 
in October 2018. Each participant was tasked 
with answering five questions regarding differ-
ent aspects of the future of work. These ques-
tions were formulated collaboratively by both 
teams, and were carefully designed to be open 
ended, rather than pointing towards specific 
conclusions. The answers given were recorded 
via individual interviews, which were tran-
scribed and edited for clarity. Some participants 
in the round table were part of the Ford Foun-
dation’s original exploration. Others were new 
voices who were invited to help us expand the 
conversation further. 

2.	 Two additional articles were published along-
side the virtual round table. The first article was 
a piece from the BTS editorial team which in-
troduced the main themes of the overall project. 

The second was a joint statement from three 
major funders, the Ford Foundation, the Open 
Society Foundations, and the Sage Fund. This 
statement identified five key areas for targeted 
interventions: changing company practices and 
behaviour, influencing investment, establishing 
international standards and norms, strengthen-
ing and enforcing labour laws, and effectively 
organising workers. 

Stage two
3.	 The main goal of this second stage was to en-

courage further conversations and contributions 
regarding the different questions and issues 
raised in stage one. To support this goal, the BTS 
editorial team published an open call for addi-
tional contributions in mid-October. Three dis-
tinct areas were identified for potential respons-
es: the issues raised in the virtual round table, the 
joint funders statement, and the original Quality 
Work Worldwide report. Responses to this call 
were published on openDemocracy during No-
vember and December 2018.

4.	 The BTS editorial team also extended a number 
of individual invitations to contribute during 
this second stage. These invitations were pri-
marily designed to ensure that specific issues 
and questions were addressed in sufficient 
depth, such as funding and philanthropy. Not 
everyone who was invited was able to contrib-
ute, which meant that some regions and themes 
were covered in more depth than others. The 
articles which resulted from these invitations 
were also published towards the end of 2018. 

5.	 The final step involved follow-up interviews 
with the participants in the virtual round table. 
Around half of our original contributors were 
able to participate. The interviews were open 
ended and allowed participants to respond to 
specific issues which had been raised by oth-
er contributors. The answers given were once 
again recorded, transcribed, and published.

This book collects all of this content into one place. 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/future-of-work-round-table-how-has-world-of-work-changed
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/future-of-work-round-table-how-has-world-of-work-changed
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/joel-quirk-cameron-thibos/introduction-future-of-work-round-table
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/joel-quirk-cameron-thibos/introduction-future-of-work-round-table
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/future-of-work-round-table-joint-funders-statement
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/future-of-work-round-table-joint-funders-statement
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/call-for-contributions-towards-better-future-for-precar
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/call-for-contributions-towards-better-future-for-precar
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The different pieces are organised thematically rath-
er than chronologically. In other words, rather than 
arranging the articles and interviews from first to 
last in terms of their date of publication, the different 
contributions have been grouped together around 
specific themes or questions. Take, for example, the 
section ‘On funders and philanthropy’. This section 
begins with the joint funding statement referenced 
above. Additional contributions, three written re-
sponses, and two follow-up interviews then follow. 
While these contributions were published at differ-
ent times, they are best read together. This logic has 
also been applied throughout the book. As the table 
of contents captures in more detail, most of the book 
is organised around the five original questions which 
began the Future of Work Round Table. The sections 
begin with the answers given by the original partic-
ipants, and then are followed by further responses 
speaking to the same theme.

In addition, readers will also find a number of short 
boxes labelled ‘Round Table Reflections’ through-

out the text. These feature material from the second 
round of follow-up interviews with the original 
participants. This format has been introduced in 
order to highlight points of engagement between 
contributors. Both the original contribution and 
the subsequent follow-up are paired together in the 
same section.

Like all projects, this book should be regarded as a 
link in a chain. Our goal is not to provide a defin-
itive blueprint, but instead to contribute to larger 
conversations regarding how and why the world of 
work has changed, and how it might change for the 
better in the future. In the pages which follow, we 
learn from individuals and organisations who have 
been helping to shape these types of conversations 
for decades. We are extremely grateful that they 
were prepared to share their expertise and experi-
ence by contributing to this book. Thank you all. 

– Joel Quirk and Cameron Thibos
1 March 2019



Introduction
Towards a better future for work?
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In December 2010, the government of Qatar was 
awarded the right to host the 2022 FIFA World Cup. 
Bringing such a high profile sporting event to the 
Middle East was undoubtedly a major coup for the 
small country. However, their position as host has 
also attracted a great deal of international scrutiny. 
Persistent concerns about corruption behind the 
scenes have been increasingly overshadowed by nu-
merous reports regarding the exploitation and abuse 
of the migrant workers who are building facilities for 
the event. Campaigns by organisations such as Am-
nesty International and Human Rights Watch have 
identified all kinds of problems, including expensive 
and deceptive recruitment, atrocious living condi-
tions, segregation, low salaries further worn away by 
delays, deductions, and long hours, and exceptional 
levels of workplace death and threats of violence.

The government of Qatar has repeatedly declared 
that it is taking action to prevent abuses, and re-
cently announced that the vast majority of migrant 
workers no longer have to secure an exit permit 
from their employer to leave the country. While 
this reform has been cautiously welcomed, it also 
speaks to a larger series of issues regarding the role 
of governments in both creating and sustaining 
migrant labour systems. Migrant labour in Qatar is 
designed to be exploitative. Workers migrate from 
many different countries, including Nepal, India, 
and the Philippines, and their labour is regulated 
by contracts which give employers huge amounts of 
discretionary power. These contracts can last up to 
five years. Workers cannot change jobs without se-
curing permission from their employer, there is very 
limited scope to effectively resolve grievances, and 
their work takes place under the shadow of deporta-
tion. The government has the power to change how 
the system is designed, but its interests are closely 
aligned with employers rather than with workers.

Amnesty has reported that there are around 1.7 
million migrant workers in Qatar – at least 90% 
of the overall population – but their precarious 

status as non-citizens effectively leaves them on 
the outside looking in. As foreigners, they reside 
in Qatar on a temporary basis. They rarely speak 
Arabic (and sometimes also English), and they can 
be easily and effectively sanctioned for all kinds of 
reasons. It is easy to dismiss the interests and ex-
periences of workers in Qatar because the system 
is designed to prevent collective organisation. Po-
litical strategies familiar to workers attempting to 
improve their pay and conditions – such as strikes, 
pickets, litigation, unionisation, and collective bar-
gaining – are almost entirely absent. 

This absence is important. While the FIFA World 
Cup has concentrated attention on Qatar, similar 
migrant labour systems exist in many other parts of 
the world. While some employers may treat workers 
better than others, that is frequently an individual 
choice. The system itself assigns them a huge amount 
of discretion in how to behave. In 2017, it was es-
timated that there were 11 million migrant workers 
in Saudi Arabia, with perhaps 23 million migrant 
workers based in the Middle East more generally. 
Many of these migrant workers can be found in pri-
vate homes, creating an additional set of challenges.

While these estimates are only rough guides, they 
nonetheless illustrate a fundamental point: radi-
cal changes in global labour markets have created 
a huge population of workers who labour under 
systems designed to severely limit their capacity to 
mobilise for better pay and conditions. 

The growth of migrant labour is only one of a 
number of changes in global patterns of work and 
employment. Another key example concerns the 
growth of global supply chains. The last three dec-
ades have seen international corporations engaged 
in a ‘race to the bottom’, with most aspects of pro-
duction processes and supply chains being relo-
cated to countries in the Global South with lower 
wages, less regulation, and fewer workplace pro-
tections. Global supply chains have been designed 

Joel Quirk is Professor in Political Studies at the University of the Witwatersrand. Cameron Thibos is Managing 
Editor of Beyond Trafficking and Slavery on openDemocracy.
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https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/dws/marie-jos-l-tayah/claiming-rights-under-kafala-system
http://www.globalconstructionreview.com/news/unions-hail-landmark-employer-agreement-workers-ri/
http://www.globalconstructionreview.com/news/unions-hail-landmark-employer-agreement-workers-ri/
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https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/genevieve-lebaron-neil-howard-cameron-thibos-penelope-kyritsis/confronting-root-causes
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by corporate executives to maximise their profits 
while minimising their political and legal liability.

Leading corporations exercise their market power 
to drive down costs per unit, since their numerous 
suppliers in the Global South have limited capac-
ity to effectively bargain for better returns or less 
demanding production cycles. Companies further 
down the chain are therefore compelled to mini-
mise wages and working conditions. Contracts get 
subcontracted and then subcontracted again, cre-
ating many layers between the corporation and the 
workers. It can sometimes be very difficult to work 
out who is producing what for whom.

Regulations governing labour relations have strug-
gled to keep up with these new business models. 
Supply chains span numerous countries and com-
panies, creating further barriers for workers who 
might want to organise to improve pay and condi-
tions. Most work within supply chains is offered on 
a ‘take it or leave it’ basis, and the terms on offer 
invariably favour corporations. 

Several observations can be drawn from these ex-
amples. While not everyone has been affected by 
recent changes in the same way, there are some gen-
eral themes which are worth highlighting:

1.	 Many governments throughout the globe have 
reduced their commitments to protecting work-
ers. They have frequently embraced neo-lib-
eral models of de-regulation and non-binding 
self-regulation, which have shifted the balance 
of power between workers and employers. 

2.	 Corporations have leveraged the globalisation 
of finance, production, and migration to create 
business models that maximise corporate pow-
er while minimising corporate accountability. 

3.	 The production of good and services has been 
globalised to an unprecedented degree, creat-
ing opportunities for corporations to move – or 
threaten to move – between countries and/or 
suppliers to further reduce production costs.  

4.	 Employers have used various strategies to reduce 
labour costs and externalise risks, including sub-
contracting, outsourcing, piecework, penalty 
pay, zero-hours contracts, forced overtime, and 
wage theft. These often overlap with patterns of 
race and gender discrimination. 

5.	 Existing regulations, both domestic and interna-
tional, have struggled to keep up with ongoing 
changes, contributing to governance gaps where 
regulations either apply weakly or not at all. Even 
in cases where regulations do apply they are not 
always consistently or effectively enforced. 

6.	 Workers and their allies have been forced to con-
front challenging questions regarding these re-
cent changes, resulting in ongoing conversations 
about how to organise, and what to push for. 

What should we make of this new world of work? 
What kinds of strategies have the best chance of 
elevating the voices of exploited and precarious 
workers? To help answer these questions we have 
turned to some of the world’s leading experts. 

Working towards quality work
Labour is frequently divided into two distinct cat-
egories: free and unfree. The former is said to in-
volve workers negotiating a deal with an employer 
regarding their service. If the employer uses direct 
coercion to compel them to either start work or 
continue working then their labour is said to be-
come forced, and is therefore regarded as immoral 
and unfree. This comparison portrays free labour 
as a desirable condition, and it is often suggested 
that workers should be thankful to be ‘free’.

However, there are many occasions where desper-
ate workers have few if any alternatives, and there-
fore ‘freely’ consent to highly exploitative condi-
tions. There are currently hundreds of millions of 
free labourers across the globe who routinely en-
dure terrible and irregular wages, unsafe and un-
healthy workspaces and homes, sexual harassment 
and assault, and bullying and abuse. They may well 
be formally free to leave, in the sense that they re-

https://www.racked.com/2017/2/10/14576282/ivanka-trump-brand-supply-chain-project-just
https://www.racked.com/2017/2/10/14576282/ivanka-trump-brand-supply-chain-project-just
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tain the capacity to seek out other forms of work, 
but their capacity to exercise any kind of individual 
‘choice’ nonetheless remains severely constrained 
by their precarious status and a shortage of viable 
alternatives. The work involved is not work which 
would be freely chosen if there were other alterna-
tives on offer. 

Maintaining a sharp distinction between free and 
unfree is not always helpful. If we narrowly focus 
on unfree labour, then everything which ends up 
falling on other side of the dividing line gets re-
moved from the equation. We need to focus upon 
all vulnerable workers, rather than only workers 
subject to unfree labour. This means incorporating 
forms of precarious labour which may be nomi-
nally ‘free’, yet still have many highly objectionable 
features. This is part of the rationale behind the 
framework of quality work, which is defined in the 
Quality Work Worldwide report (p. 2) in terms of 
“opportunities that provide safe working condi-
tions, a fair income, social protection, and freedom 
of association and expression”.

This definition of quality work in turn draws upon 
the concept of decent work, which is broadly de-
fined by the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) in terms of “work that is productive, delivers 
a fair income with security and social protection, 
safeguards basic rights, offers equality of opportu-
nity and treatment, prospects for personal develop-
ment and the chance for recognition and to have 
your voice heard”. Behind both definitions is a em-
phasis upon what work should be, and what types of 
practical steps and employment conditions would 
help improve the overall quality of work. This is 
very different to the minimum threshold associat-
ed with free labour, which is frequently understood 
to mean that ‘the market should decide’, so long as 
workers are not subject to direct coercion. There 
are similar differences between accepting a mini-
mum wage and advocating for a living wage.

Quality work is clearly not a goal which can be ad-
vanced using a single strategy or approach. This is 
one of the main reasons why this round table has 

been organised, since it is crucial to have a wide 
range of perspectives and experiences represented 
when thinking about ways forward. All of its par-
ticipants have a number of valuable insights and 
proposals to share on this topic. 

How do we reach quality work for all?
Our first contributor, Alejandra Ancheita, is the 
the founder of the Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights Project (ProDESC) in Mexico City. She ob-
serves that “Precarity has become the general rule 
for workers in Mexico and Latin America more 
generally. Most workers are not able to collective-
ly organise as an independent union. They are not 
able to create contracts through collective bargain-
ing. Their instability affects their other rights, and 
many no longer have access to the right to housing, 
health, or education for themselves or their fami-
lies.” When it comes to thinking about potential 
solutions, she observes that “Companies use social 
responsibility mechanisms because they are cheap 
and make corporations appear as the good guys.” 
She therefore discusses a series of alternatives, in-
cluding an ongoing programme designed to “de-
fend the rights of Mexicans temporarily migrating 
to the United States” on both sides of the border. 
She also makes the important point that “Worker 
organisation doesn’t necessarily have to go through 
traditional unions. What is important is that they 
are organised.”

Our second contributor, Anannya Bhattacharjee, 
draws upon her experience in the Indian subconti-
nent, where she works as the international coordi-
nator of the Asia Floor Wage Alliance. Bhattachar-
jee observes that “in India job creation is really the 
creation of miserable jobs.” At the same time, “It 
really wouldn’t take much to make these jobs more 
decent.” She suggests that a good way to start is by 
recognising that “Business is not one monolithic 
thing. There is big capital and there is small capital. 
If we approach all businesses as capital, and have the 
same approach to all of them, then we won’t make 
the most strategic alliances.” Yet at the end of the 
day, working conditions will only improve “when 
workers’ organisations are at the table to discuss, 

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-work/lang--en/index.htm
file://localhost/Moving%20Towards%20Decent%20Sex%20Work/%20Sex%20Worker%20Community%20Research%20Decent%20Work%20And%20Exploitation%20In%20Thailand
https://cleanclothes.org/livingwage
http://www.prodesc.org.mx/index.php/en-us/home/aboutus
http://www.prodesc.org.mx/index.php/en-us/home/aboutus
https://asia.floorwage.org
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implement, and monitor the solutions”. However, 
this rarely happens due to “antipathy towards trade 
unions or any kind of representative organisations”. 

We also have an important contribution from Shaw-
na Bader-Blau, the executive director of Solidarity 
Center, a US-based international worker rights 
organisation. She observes that things have now 
got to the point where “It’s hard to do very simple 
things like form unions or come together as work-
ers to achieve collective bargaining.” This situation 
has been further complicated by the growth of free 
trade agreements, which “enormously privilege the 
rights of investors over the rights of humans and 
the rights of workers”. Improving the lives of work-
ers requires action on multiple fronts, including 
building bridges between labour movements and 
other social and political movements, exposing the 
fundamental lawlessness behind wage theft, and ef-
fective global regulation based upon human rights 
frameworks. Much of the focus of her contribution 
is the model provided by the recent Accord on Fire 
and Building Safety in Bangladesh, “a negotiated 
agreement between workers and employers … akin 
to collective bargaining”.

Building upon his experience within the US State 
Department, Luis C.deBaca identifies a number of 

promising strategies for reducing vulnerability and 
exploitation. He observes that “developed countries 
have allowed their labour inspectorates to be weak-
ened over time”. This has had important effects: 
“If you’re not dealing with wage theft, if you’re not 
dealing with hours worked, if you’re not dealing 
with the ability to act through unions, then don’t 
be surprised when the most horrendous violations 
of enslavement and abuse end up happening.” This 
has resulted in a situation where criminal justice 
mechanisms have stepped in to provide partial cov-
er, but this also comes with complications. “If we’re 
forced into saying that something is slavery or traf-
ficking in order to go after somebody, it exempts 
companies from having to create better workplaces 
by making only the most egregious important.”

Improving the lives of workers requires action on 
multiple fronts. This includes investing in work-
er-driven social responsibility, which “doesn’t de-
pend on the largesse of the company”. And while 
prosecution is only one tool amongst many, for 
C.deBaca one of the things “that makes it possible 
to have worker-led social responsibility is the pros-
pect of a boss going to jail”. When thinking about 
future steps, C.deBaca also suggests that “The fight 
against unscrupulous employers sometimes gets 
stopped by the intermural fights and navel gazing 

I’m concerned about the concept of ‘quality work’. 
It can create a new means of evasion for compa-
nies. I’ve seen this at work in qualified industrial 
zones in places like Jordan. They had set up ‘better 
work’ facilities there, but they were still rife with 
abuse. When we pointed that out, both the national 
government and its defenders in the United States 
government cited the Better Work Programme as 
a reason why it can’t be exploitation – how could it 
be if it was better work? When we challenged them 
further, based on what we were hearing from the 

workers and people who had returned home, they 
warned us not to endanger the entire programme 
by going after Jordan publicly. This is one of the rea-
sons I’m sceptical of the ‘rising tide lifts all boats’ 
theory of generalised labour improvements as a 
solution to forced or compelled labour, which is 
present in the responses as a whole, as well as in the 
introduction. I don’t immediately think the ‘better 
work’ construct is the answer because as ambassa-
dor I saw too much slavery taking place in official 
Better Work factories. 

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

The problem with concepts like ‘quality work’
Luis C.deBaca

https://www.solidaritycenter.org/
https://www.solidaritycenter.org/
http://bangladeshaccord.org/
http://bangladeshaccord.org/
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of the modern slavery movement, or the anti-traf-
ficking movement, or the labour movement, or 
whatever we’re wanting to call it these days.” 

This is followed by some reflections from Han 
Dongfang, the executive director of China Labour 
Bulletin in Hong Kong. Dongfang observes that 
global supply chains set “workers further and fur-
ther away from each other even as the goods they 
produce become ever more closely related”. This 
in turn creates major difficulties when it comes to 
“organising, both locally and internationally”, and 
contributes to a “loss of local and global bargaining 
power”. He therefore maintains that corporate so-
cial responsibility “will never become an effective 
tool for protecting workers’ rights unless it involves 
the workers producing these goods as a bargain-
ing partner”. The China Labour Bulletin’s decades 
of experience in helping to develop collective bar-
gaining and organising in both China and, more re-
cently, India provides a valuable model here: “Even 
in China, one of the worst countries for workers’ 
rights violations, we have seen numerous examples 
of workers with a common grievance coming to-
gether and taking strategic and well-thought-out 
collective action to force their employer to the bar-
gaining table.”

The round table also greatly benefits from the expe-
rience of Lupe Gonzalo, from the Coalition of Im-
mokalee Workers. When thinking about potential 
solutions, Gonzalo observes that “Corporate social 
responsibility programmes exist to satisfy con-
sumer demand for ethical products. Their primary 
purpose is to protect the brand by preventing con-
sumers from taking their business somewhere else. 
They are not meant to and do not succeed in pro-
tecting the human rights of workers, or in reducing 
poverty for workers.” She instead makes the case for 
an alternative based upon the coalition’s  Fair Food 
Program, the essential features of which “can and 
have been replicated in many contexts”. She also 
endorses a model provided by a recent campaign 
targeting the fast food company Wendy’s:  “We 
spent years working on a public campaign to edu-
cate consumers about the conditions in their supply 

chain in Mexico. We pushed really hard to convey 
the reality despite what Wendy’s was saying. We 
combined that with action steps. We were not only 
telling consumers what was happening, but we gave 
them ways to help.”

The value of worker-driven social responsibility 
(WSR) is mentioned by a number of contributors to 
the round table. It should come as no surprise that 
it features in the contribution by Theresa Haas and 
Penelope Kyritsis from the Worker-Driven Social 
Responsibility Network. Reflecting on the power 
now exercised by leading corporations within sup-
ply chains, Kyritsis observes that, “It has become 
very difficult for suppliers to maintain successful 
commercial relationships and comply with labour 
standards, including minimum wage laws, at the 
same time”. Haas similarly observes that “responsi-
bility lies almost exclusively with the brands at the 
top of supply chains”. She therefore advances WSR 
as an effective method of “shifting power, resources, 
and control from the entities at the top to the work-
ers at the bottom in ways that legally obligate com-
panies to prioritise the needs and rights of work-
ers”. When it comes to thinking about the future 
of work, Kyritsis makes the further point that “It’s 
not technology rendering workers vulnerable to ex-
treme labour exploitation, but the fact that wealth 
and power are not concentrated in the hands of 
workers … Computers aren’t the problem.”

We also greatly benefit from having a contribu-
tion from Emily Kenway, from Focus on Labour 
Exploitation. Building upon her extensive expe-
rience both inside and outside government, Ken-
way observes that global supply chains “fragment 
responsibility and create a vacuum of accounta-
bility in relation to labour rights”, resulting in a 
situation where workers sometimes “do not know 
what company they are working for”. Echoing other 
contributors, Kenway is reluctant to endorse ethical 
investment models and ethical consumerism, and 
instead recommends specifically targeting the ex-
posure of governments to abuses within their own 
supply chains. She also specifically endorses the 
Fair Food Program as “one of the best examples of 

https://www.clb.org.hk/
https://www.clb.org.hk/
http://ciw-online.org/
http://ciw-online.org/
http://www.fairfoodprogram.org/
http://www.fairfoodprogram.org/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/penelope-kyritsis/why-boycott-wendy-s-ask-women-farmworkers
https://wsr-network.org
https://wsr-network.org
https://www.labourexploitation.org
https://www.labourexploitation.org
http://www.fairfoodprogram.org/
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worker-led labour rights change out there today”.  
When summarising the current state of play, she 
observes that “We are bargaining for scraps at the 
moment against a legislative and global economic 
framework which empowers capital. That has to 
change but it won’t unless we make the right sorts 
of targeted, disruptive, systemic interventions.”

Our second contribution from the Indian subconti-
nent comes from Reema Nanavaty, the director of 
the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA). 
She observes that “the majority of the workforce in 
India and in the Global South are informally em-
ployed”, which has meant that “their work remains 
invisible”. Emphasising a point which comes up 
time and time again within the round table, Nana-
vaty argues that “The primary and most effective 
route is to organise informal sector workers. This 
gives them a collective strength. Their voice is 
heard. Their work gets visibility.” She also points 
to SEWA’s efforts to provide alternative employ-
ment, including the establishment of a company 
run by garment and textile workers that employs 
15,000 people. As part of their ongoing lobby ef-
forts, SEWA is mobilising in support of “a floor liv-
ing minimum wage for informal sector workers …  
skills development, social development, and social 
protection programmes”. In the case of informal 
workers, “Innovation is a crucial part of their cop-
ing strategy. They have to keep innovating day in 
and day out for their own survival”.

The round table also features Elizabeth Tang, the 
executive director of the International Domes-
tic Workers Federation. Emphasising the ways in 
which different problems intersect, Tang observes 
that “Lots of domestic workers are also migrants, 
and as migrants they also face another layer of dis-
crimination … It is very hard to ask for legal protec-
tions when the people around you do not think you 
deserve them.” Given the scale of these challenges, 
it is essential to specifically prioritise investment 

“in organisation building and movement building”. 
She observes that “Lots of people only want to in-
vest in the last step: fix this problem, change that 
policy. But they don’t realise that the first half, the 
work that enables us to have the capacity to take 
that last step, hasn’t been done yet. Investing only in 
the last step can consume large amounts of resourc-
es, but it will be less likely to succeed.”  When faced 
with corporate power, it is also crucial not to sub-
mit to fear. “One of employers’ most common tac-
tics is to threaten to leave when we demand better 
conditions. But often it’s just a bluff. Some smaller 
operations can close and open easily, but when we 
talk about the bigger ones it’s not so easy. I can’t 
remember how many times Coca-Cola has threat-
ened to leave Hong Kong, but they are still here.”

Our final contribution comes from Alison Tate, 
who builds upon her experience at the Internation-
al Trade Union Confederation. As part of her con-
tribution, Tate identifies the emergence of a “model 
of business that undermines the capacity for job 
security and income security” as one of the main 
obstacles to promoting workers’ rights. She argues 
that “No job should be without a floor of universal 
social protection, which includes certain benefits 
for when a worker is not able to access sufficient 
income. No worker should be without a minimum 
living wage, or the capacity to bargain for a fair con-
tract price floor. Yet that’s what we’re seeing more 
and more in the digitalised and platform economy.” 
Improving the lives of precarious workers therefore 
requires action on multiple fronts, including build-
ing workers’ power, organising the informal econ-
omy in innovative ways, leveraging the power of 
pension funds, strengthening labour courts, rewrit-
ing the rules of the global economy, and campaign-
ing for a convention on the elimination of violence 
against women and men in the world of work. 

http://www.sewa.org
http://idwfed.org/en
http://idwfed.org/en
https://www.ituc-csi.org
https://www.ituc-csi.org
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On behalf of the Ford Foundation, the Open So-
ciety Foundations, and the Sage Fund, welcome. 
As brief context and background for this discussion, 
the Ford Foundation initiated a global exploration 
on quality work in 2015, alongside programme staff 
who were, or are now, colleagues with the Sage 
Fund and OSF. We released a report that provides a 
synthesis of the insights gathered from the work of 
partners and grantees, collaborations with external 
partners, research, and the collective knowledge of 
the programme staff involved in the exploration. All 
along, we hoped that the insights summarised in this 
report would spur new ideas, necessary innovations, 
and dynamic conversations across the field. We also 
recognise that in order to address the systemic bar-
riers and powerful actors underscored in the report, 
it is essential that we build solidarity across borders 
and issues, and to unite an array of actors and institu-
tions to act collectively towards our aims for a more 
fair, just and inclusive society worldwide. As such, 
the Ford Foundation supported openDemocracy to 
bring together multiple stakeholders from across 
fields to discuss questions of strategic importance.  

In recent decades, several profound shifts in the 
global economy have gathered momentum, trans-
forming the structures of employment and result-
ing in rising inequality. These include increased 
globalisation of capital; a proliferation of complex 
supply chains; heightened informality and precar-
iousness of work; weakened regulatory capacity 
of the state and worker bargaining power; and in-
creased attacks on civil society, freedom of associa-
tion, and the right to collectively bargain.

These shifts and the resultant outcomes have led 
to forced migration as a result of diminished eco-
nomic security, and have given rise to many pow-
erful corporations operating with impunity in the 
extraction of labour and resources from workers 
and communities around the world. At the same 
time, technological advancements have dramat-
ically reshaped the workplace, digital space, and 
public security, outpacing existing labour laws, 
social protections, and governance of technical in-
frastructure. All of these trends are exacerbated by 
long standing legacies of power and discrimination 
based on gender, race, ability, and migration status.

While we have each witnessed these seismic chang-
es and repercussions, we were also grappling with 
the role of philanthropy in responding in a coor-
dinated global manner consistent with the scale 
and size of these challenges playing out across the 
world. With that in mind we endeavoured to begin 
a conversation where we zeroed in on how we could 
align most effectively given the rapidly changing in-
puts to a global economy and the aspiration to have 
them be inclusive.

We each entered the conversation from different 
starting points based on our fields of study and ex-
perience while utilising very different approaches: 

For the Sage Fund, it means utilising and ex-
panding on the human rights framework to 
ensure accountability of powerful economic 
actors in the global economy and remedy for 
workers and affected communities.

John Irons is the Director of the Ford Foundation’s Future of Work team, supporting US and global efforts. Laine 
Romero-Alston is a Team Manager for the Open Society International Migration Initiative, leading the Fair Work 
Program in the Americas. Daria Caliguire is the Founding Director of the SAGE Fund, based in the US and sup-
porting global efforts.

Joint statement on the role of philanthropy in 
creating a better future for work

John Irons, Laine Romero-Alston and Daria Caliguire

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1MklmEG5tOK0XbOIkdFucYTqUddVplR7M/view?usp=sharing
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For Open Society Foundations International Mi-
gration Program, it means developing strategic 
interventions that draw from labour market, 
worker rights, and migrant rights arenas to 
improve conditions for migrant and low wage 
workers alike, and shift the broader business 
models and economic systems implicated.

For the Ford Foundation, it means shaping solu-
tions that realise decent work and inclusive econ-
omies through investing in workers to have voice 
and influence, and by shaping policies and prac-
tices that centre workers and their wellbeing.

At the same time, we recognise that we are all work-
ing to transform the same deeply connected systems, 
with fundamental linkages and overlap in terms of 
interests, incentives, powers and structures. The is-
sues we are trying to address and the rights we are 
trying to protect for communities and workers – 
whether informal, migrant or dependent contractors 
– are bound together underscoring the potential for 
collective interventions and disruptive impact.

As we explore how a global strategy to address these 
trends might take shape, we share as an input a re-
cently released report that synthesises our insights 
gathered from grantees, external partnerships, re-
search, and our own knowledge on the trends and 
barriers to quality work today as well as the oppor-
tunities to address quality work challenges. In this 
joint effort, we explored the potential of several 
opportunity areas for promoting a decent work 
agenda and human, migrant and labour rights on 
a global scale. Though these are not representative 
of all the frameworks we explored, and some were 
not fully tested given the timeline and approach, 
these are five opportunity areas that we identified 
as promising interventions for systemic change:

1.	 Changing company practices and behaviour: to 
change company behaviours, a combination of 
push and pull entry points can be useful.

2.	 Influencing investment: influencing investment 
can drive quality work, by utilising investment 
levers to encourage “high road” business prac-
tices and behaviours that mitigate risk and lead 
to more sustainable operations.

3.	 Establishing international or transnational 
standards and norms: global labour standards 
and norms are critical to advance and protect 
labour rights and protections.

4.	 Strengthening and enforcing labour laws: gov-
ernments have primary responsibility for en-
suring human rights are realised, including 
through enforcing standards and regulations, 
addressing policy failure, holding companies 
accountable, and protecting and supporting 
workers both within and across their borders.

5.	 Organise workers to build voice and power: cross 
border organising amplifies worker power, as 
does organising on multiple levels – across ge-
ographies, supply chains and migration corri-
dors. Nonetheless, long-term systemic change 
hinges on empowering workers at the local level 
to represent their own interests in negotiations.

It is our hope that this dialogue will allow us to lift 
up promising interventions that have impact as well 
as offer lessons learned about interventions that 
aren’t working, and based on this understand how 
we reckon with and shift strategies amidst evolv-
ing circumstances. We are grateful for those who 
have weighed in so eloquently and purposefully to 
further this conversation and to put forward ideas 
and suggestions as we continue to wrestle with the 
extent of these challenges.

In solidarity,

John Irons, Ford Foundation 
Laine Romero-Alston, Open Society Foundations 
Daria Caliguire, Sage Fund

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1MklmEG5tOK0XbOIkdFucYTqUddVplR7M/view?usp=sharing
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Reading through the joint funders’ statement 
above, and particularly the five opportunity areas 
identified by the Ford Foundation, my assessment 
is that the conventional human rights framework 
– the third strategy on this list – requires reinforc-
ing. Despite all of the talk of new and different 
approaches, there remains considerable value to 
actually holding governments accountable for ex-
isting standards which they  have agreed to uphold, 
yet frequently fail to do so. The final strategy – or-
ganising workers – also deserves special emphasis 
and needs further funding to amplify and transmit 
workers’ voices.

We still need more accountability!
Reinforcing the human rights framework means 
holding governments to account for: 

•	 Their failure to implement the positive meas-
ures required to protect human rights. This re-
quires more than criminalising human traffick-
ing, forced labour, and other workplace abuses; 

•	 The measures they have implemented that ef-
fectively prevent certain categories of workers 
from exercising their rights, such as migrant 
workers and domestic workers.  

Like all strategies, this approach needs some 
fine-tuning. It should avoid supporting initiatives 
at the United Nations that go around in circles or do 
not result in binding agreements. Instead, it should 
explicitly identify what all governments must do in 
order to stop gross exploitation and discrimination. 

Some judgments by regional human rights courts 
are already doing this.

Furthermore, as labour inspectors around the 
world are routinely under-resourced, this is a sector 
that requires monitoring, as well as technical inno-
vation. Monitoring both the resources provided to 
labour inspectors (and other enforcement agencies 
operating in the world of work) and the way they 
perform is crucial, but they can only begin to func-
tion properly with adequate funding. We shouldn’t 
assume that only rich businesses or philanthropists 
can take on the job of enforcing laws against ex-
treme exploitation and labour abuse. 

Interventions are already underway on all five stra-
tegic areas. There is a danger that the first four of the 
five result too easily in ‘top down’ approaches and 
‘one size fits all’ solutions, when the world’s cultural 
diversity requires more heterogeneous solutions. 
This diversity tends to be glossed over, especially 
when global capital as a whole is held responsible 
for most ills. Priority should be given to ‘horizontal’ 
rather than ‘vertical’ approaches, whereas today it’s 
too often the other way around.

We have learned from experience that ‘one size 
fits all’ solutions tend to be deformed once they 
are implemented at local level. A small business 
supplying a global brand might, for example, sat-
isfy the brand’s requirement of ‘no child labour’ by 
discriminating against young workers (banning 
anyone under 18 from its workplace). Similarly, we 
hear of migrants who spend fortunes to move from 

RESPONSE

Reflections on the role of philanthropy in the 
world of work

Mike Dottridge

Mike Dottridge spent 25 years working in human rights organisations, Amnesty International, and Anti-Slavery In-
ternational, and has worked independently since 2002. He is currently a member of the board of the Issara Institute.
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one part of the world to another, only to be sent 
home again in the name of ‘saving’ them from the 
clutches of traffickers or other criminals.

Such stories demonstrate how some programmes 
or policies do tremendous damage to the individ-
uals involved. Yet it remains surprisingly difficult 
to secure funding to document these negative ef-
fects. There needs to be an open acknowledgment 
when interventions do not work, yet funders and 
civil society organisations tend to close ranks in 
ways which make it hard to change course when 
mistakes have been made. 

Workers need a greater voice!
The fifth strategy listed by the Ford Foundation – 
amplifying the voice and influence of young and 
old workers, migrant workers, and returnee mi-
grants – is vital. Conventionally this was done by 
promoting freedom of association and collective 
bargaining, and trusting that trade unions would 
transmit the workers’ voices. However, experience 
has shown that this is not enough: many workers 
go unrepresented and the trade union structures 
at the international level are sometimes part of the 
top-down problem.

Paying attention to “workers’ voice” implies an 
openness to alternatives outside of conventional 
trade unions. Such methods include, for example, 
consulting workers confidentially (i.e. without 

their employers or supervisors being aware of the 
consultations) and summarising their messages in 
different ways for different audiences. This should 
prevent packaging their words only for people who 
have influence (i.e. vertical communication), and 
help make relevant messages available to other 
workers (the horizontal audience). Improving ac-
cess to accurate information empowers workers. 
We saw this in the way farmers in parts of Africa 
were empowered when they first obtained mobile 
telephones. Once they were able to check prices in 
different markets, they were able to reduce their de-
pendence on the buyers who came to their farms.  

Transmitting workers’ voice raises numerous eth-
ical issues, especially if support for alternatives 
has the side effect of undermining the influence of 
unions. Is it possible for either workers’ leaders or 
non-workers to interpret workers’ voices correct-
ly and honestly? It is relatively easy to be accurate 
about the abusive experiences reported by workers. 
It is more dangerous when intermediaries impose 
their own bias on the proposed remedies. Further 
finance is needed to develop innovative methods 
to transmit and amplify workers’ voices, focusing 
on methods that do not leave workers or migrants 
dependent on yet another broker who manipulates 
the message. The popular refrain of ‘giving voice to 
the voiceless’ misses the point entirely. People who 
are exploited are not voiceless, so we need to be 
cautious when we claim to speak on their behalf. 

“Despite all of the talk of new and different approaches, 
there remains considerable value to actually holding 

governments accountable for existing standards.”
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As a funder working at the intersection of human 
trafficking and workers rights, I greatly value the 
landscape analysis and call for collaboration found 
in the new report ‘Quality Work Worldwide’, re-
cently released by the Ford Foundation and SAGE 
Fund. As another funder recently reflected, it is es-
pecially helpful as a directional map which identi-
fies specific sites for improving the quality of work 
globally. Equally importantly, it also includes an 
analysis of specific barriers which can be anticipat-
ed, such as investors’ short horizon on profits or the 
lack of global governance, when it comes to chang-
ing the direction of our global economy.

While both funders and NGOs can benefit greatly 
from this map, there are still some uncharted are-
as.  In this piece, I identify two additional themes 
that merit further consideration. 

Recognise sex work in the analysis
When we talk about informal work, we too often 
leave out the sex industry. Like many within soci-
ety, funders can turn away from sex workers. Be-
cause of criminalisation and stigma, even labour 
rights funders often forget about this large sector, 
or gravitate towards more palatable causes. 

Sex workers have been in conditions of precari-
ty long before recent shifts in the economy made 
headlines. Operating in a hostile environment and 
without any of the benefits attached to legal em-
ployment, sex workers have nevertheless found 
ways to better their conditions.

They’ve done this through collectivisation, unioni-
sation, law reform, self-regulation, peer protection, 
sharing resources, and early and constant innova-
tion in their use of the internet. Many sex workers 
embrace the hustle and creativity that is possible in 
informal work, but also face exploitation and vio-
lence that comes from being so marginalised.

As the report states, “Informality itself is not a chal-
lenge; rather, the lack of rights and protections for 
these workers – and the stigma surrounding infor-
mality – is impeding quality work for billions of 
workers around the world.”  Many of the strategies 
offered in the report for informal workers, from 
facilitating peer exchange to tailoring responses to 
specific sectors, would be valuable for sex workers. 

Promising work by sex workers to protect their 
rights should be brought to scale. Including these 
workers would push the boundaries of our analy-
sis, help us think about who else we are leaving out 
because of our moral judgments, our undervaluing 
of feminised labour, or our inability to see all the 
ways that labour and capital circulate. We should 
not leave sex workers off the map when it comes 
to any exploration of the risks and opportunities in 
the future of work. 

Challenging ourselves to challenge 
corporate power
The power of corporations permeates every aspect 
of our lives, our economy, and our democracy. The 
legal buffers separating corporations at the top 
from workers in their supply chains mean they can 

RESPONSE

Expanding the map: how funders can ensure 
quality work for all

Sienna Baskin
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turn a blind eye to forced labour and other viola-
tions, even while benefitting from this race to the 
bottom. This report explicitly names the power of 
corporations, along with the need to build worker 
power to challenge it through leading models such 
as worker-driven social responsibility (WSR).

But corporate power reaches far beyond the workers 
whom they employ. Foundations themselves only 
have money to give away because of corporate profits, 
and their endowments (usually 95% of their assets) 
are invested in the world’s capital markets. Corporate 
foundations are even more tied to the interests of 
corporations. As Anand Giridharadas argues in his 
recent book Winner Takes All, philanthropic foun-
dations may talk about “systemic change”, but most 
philanthropists benefit too much from the system as 
it stands to really want to change it.  

A funder strategy to promote workers’ power must 
acknowledge this tension. This report from the Ford 
Foundation and SAGE Fund will have even more 
impact if it compels funders to explore how phi-
lanthropy’s relationship with corporations could be 
used for good. More foundations could be screen-
ing for workers’ rights offenders in their investment 
portfolios, or using their position as shareholders 
to hold corporations to account.  Foundations must 
also be challenged to move outside our comfort 
zone: to fund more campaigns that directly chal-
lenge corporations and public policy change that 
puts limits on corporate power. Supporting the 
kind of transformation that will give everyone ac-
cess to quality work will require funders to elimi-
nate blinds spots such as sex work, and to confront 
corporate power, and our own relationship to it. 

Our economic globalisation has raised hundreds 
of millions out of abject poverty. It has also left 
far too many with far too little. The global labour 
market teems with workers seeking employment to 
lift their lives beyond subsistence, yet the contexts 
in which they search for work make them highly 
vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. The predato-
ry and pernicious side of economic globalisation 
thrives on an endless supply of fragmented, mar-
ginalised and invisible labour. No sector is immune 
to this reality because it is a hallmark of our market 
system. It’s a design feature of the global economy, 
but it need not be.

The statement by the Ford Foundation, Open Socie-
ty Foundation, and Sage Fund underscores the chal-
lenges presented by our current economic paradigm 
and draws attention to the various levers that drive 
and reinforce inequalities. Helpfully, the statement 
also articulates “opportunity areas” that are primed 
to address the design feature mentioned above.

The Freedom Fund supports work across these op-
portunity areas. Working towards our mission to 
end modern slavery, we have a front-row seat to the 
emergence of powerful solutions for ensuring fair-
ness, equity, and justice for all workers. 

RESPONSE

Funding the future of work means addressing 
gaps in the present of work
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In Thailand, we work in the seafood sector where 
labour abuses, including forced and bonded labour, 
are rife. Migrant workers in the seafood sector 
scour the seas on fishing vessels for weeks at a time, 
catching the seafood served in restaurants and sold 
by retailers across the world. These workers have no 
bargaining power, no formal recognition, and very 
little social protection. 

In Ethiopia, we focus on a population of women 
and girls who, seeking economic opportunity, mi-
grate to the Middle East for domestic work. In tran-
sit and on arrival, these women are at high risk of 
being abused and falling into situations of slavery. 
Most emigration takes place within an unsafe, ir-
regular system that leaves emigrants vulnerable to 
physical abuse and sexual violence. 

In southern India, we work with frontline commu-
nities to address labour exploitation in parts of the 
garment industry. Across the region, tens of thou-
sands of girls and young women have been recruit-
ed into fraudulent employment schemes in some of 
the industry’s cotton spinning mills. These workers 
are buried so deep in apparel supply chains that 
global retailers trying to address abuses across their 
operations claim they have little influence against 
these instances of exploitation. 

Across all these contexts, we see how the opportu-
nity areas in the joint funders statement are pres-
ent. Supporting work along these lines can drive 
real and meaningful reform.

First, we see the drivers that lead to abuse. These 
include the decentralised nature of economic pro-
duction; the lack of meaningful economic oppor-

tunities in communities around the world; weak 
education about rights; low commitment and re-
sources from governments to enforce protections; 
and targeted and destructive efforts to undermine 
worker organising and power.

Next, we see how frontline communities them-
selves are best placed to address these challenges. 
It is therefore crucial to invest in the front lines, 
including workers and civil society, and to develop 
solutions with them to tackle the drivers of abuse. 
This could be by investing in efforts to build work-
er power, and by supporting workers to organise, 
claim their rights, and challenge the systems that 
lead to abuse as we are doing in Thailand. This 
could also mean investing in community-based 
economic models, or supporting prevention pro-
grammes and alternative livelihoods to build re-
silience among vulnerable groups as we’re doing 
in Ethiopia. Finally this could include supporting 
civil society to advocate and engage with factory 
owners, global retailers, and local officials to drive 
reforms as we’re doing in southern India. 

As we embark on this fourth industrial revolution, 
we must take note of the challenges of work – and 
their effects on vulnerable workers specifically – in 
the present. Exploitation thrives across sectors and 
regions, and our efforts as funders aren’t adding up 
to enough. We need more action, faster and at scale, 
to ensure that the future of work is less bleak than 
the present. The key to success is understanding the 
contexts and consequences of current economic 
models, and directing resources to front-line efforts 
that confront the drivers of exploitation. Only then 
can we possibly ensure that the future of work is a 
hopeful one.
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Lupe Gonzalo and Marley Moynahan both work at the Coalition of Immokalee Workers.

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

How can funders support the spread of 
worker-driven social responsibility?

Lupe Gonzalo and Marley Monahan
Lupe: The reality is that all of the pieces of the 
worker-driven social responsibility (WSR) mod-
el are critically important, and they all have to be 
well resourced in order to function. Whether it’s 
travelling, or getting materials to workers, or print-
ing thousands of handouts, or sending out an ed-
ucation team, or so on. They’re all necessary, but 
we see a real imbalance in where we get funding. 
Sometimes we fall really short in less popular ar-
eas, like workplace monitoring. That creates a big-
ger problem than one might think, because we all 
have to stop our regular work in order to frantically 
fundraise for that one area. So being holistic in a 
funding approach is crucial. For WSR, corporate 
campaigns and consumer action is really impor-
tant. Monitoring is important. And the workers are 
important. All three things are critically important. 
You can’t do WSR without all three.

Marley: There’s a metaphor that I use a lot with our 
funding community, which is about gardens. It does 
not work to plant seeds and walk away. A garden is a 
year-round endeavour, and you need to support it at 
every stage of growth. The Fair Food Program (FPP) 
has become a very mature version of the WSR model 
and it is bearing fruit. We now need to harvest that 
fruit and replant it. That means cultivating, nurtur-
ing, replicating, and growing successful programmes 
like the Milk With Dignity Program in Vermont. If 

funding drains away, flagship programmes like the 
FFP will wither instead of reaching their potential as 
pioneering forces, and no longer be able to serve as 
guides for newer programmes. 

I’d also like to say something about funding metrics, 
and what it means to fund success. Funders really 
want to feel like they’re a part of systemic change. 
Unfortunately, that can be misinterpreted when 
an organisation is measured by the loftiness of its 
goals rather than by its actual accomplishments on 
the ground. Organisations like ours are frequently 
pressured into positions of over-promising: ‘Within 
five years we will take WSR to every industry in the 
US’ – that sort of thing. It should be about what we 
are doing to create change that is both systemic and 
measurable, and what sort of clear and concrete 
plan we have for the future. 

Furthermore, if we’re talking about systemic 
change in work, then we should also be talking 
about worker-driven metrics of impact. This goes 
far beyond an organisation’s mission, or how much 
infrastructure they have. Has there been measura-
ble change in the lives of workers? Of how many? 
And how deep does that change go? Those are the 
metrics that I think funders need to focus on. 
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Shawna Bader-Blau is Executive Director of Solidarity Center.
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How can funders support the growth of 
transnational solidarity?

Shawna Bader-Blau
Transnational solidarity should be supported as a 
good and as a value in and of itself. Businesses and 
authoritarian states are doing their own versions of 
transnational joint work, and they’ve got bottom-
less resources to play with. They’ll be doing that no 
matter what we do, often with negative impacts for 
the rest of us. We need to show that embedded re-
lationships among people around the world are ac-
tually more important than the global connections 
of global capital, or the global collaborations of the 
autocratic political elite. 

Donors correctly frame their role as that of ‘part-
ner’. They should be partners because they’re filled 
with smart people who have their own important 
visions. But that partnership needs to reflect a tol-
erance for ambiguity and an ability to be a deep lis-
tener – patient and invested in the long term. This 
is really important because remaining distant from 
movements and passing out money is a very limit-
ing way to help. There are many more ways funders 
could use their power to support these movements. 
At the same time, it’s also really important that 
they’re not controlling or second guessing social 
movements with that positional power.

Measuring success needs to be thought about dif-
ferently when we’re talking about developing trans-
national solidarity. Metrics need to be serious, but 
they also need to be long-term. The building blocks 
of solidarity – patience, commitment, deep listen-
ing, developing a joint analysis – require time as 
much as they require money. It takes technology 
for people to communicate across borders, and fre-
quently air travel as well. It takes interpretation and 

translation. You can’t expect the English speakers of 
the world alone to develop a powerful transnation-
al social movement. People have got to be able to 
speak in the medium in which they live and work, 
and sometimes that means funding many rounds 
of interpretation so everybody can speak with the 
most confidence and strength. 

If funders want to support transnational solidarity 
movement building, they need to think about sup-
porting core operating budgets rather than always 
trying to underwrite specific activities. That’s im-
portant because if you’re building a movement of 
workers around the world you’re not going to be 
able to predict all the specific interventions in ad-
vance that will be needed over the course of howev-
er many months or years a grant is operating. 

Further, if a donor wants to support an organisa-
tion’s goal of developing its relationships across 
borders and building transnationally, then it needs 
to invest in its relationship with that organisation 
as well. Core support is really the best way to do 
that. Not only does it pay for staff and internal de-
velopment work, but it signals belief in the organ-
isation and its mission. It says, ‘We’ve talked about 
it, we get each other. I believe in your vision and 
I see your plan - we’re partners. I’m your funding 
partner, here’s the core support’. And then you stay 
in touch. The donor becomes part of the movement 
and supporting it, but not inadvertently trying 
to manage it. You’re not telling it what to do, and 
you’re not holding it to a promise of a specific in-
tervention that was made a year ago when circum-
stances were completed different.



The future of work
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“The uncontrollable, unmitigated, unfettered pursuit of 
profits is not something that God ordained.”

— Shawna Bader-Blau



Question 1
Global patterns of work and employment are structured 
very differently today than in the past, due to factors 
such as the rise of global supply chains, new financial 
models, the growth of migrant and informal labour, and 
technological innovations. What are the most important 
changes in the nature of work globally, and what have 
been their primary impact for workers?
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Alejandra Ancheita
The signing of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 brought about enor-
mous changes for workers in Mexico. NAFTA was 
supposed to improve working conditions and la-
bour rights. Instead it established a series of meas-
ures that effectively reduced the possibilities for 
workers to strike or bargain collectively. 

The rights of rural and indigenous communities to 
the land and natural resources around them were 
also affected by NAFTA-related economic policies. 
People who used to work as farmers found them-
selves migrating to the nearest cities or north to the 
United States. So while the introduction of neolib-
eral policies after NAFTA positively affected corpo-
rations, it negatively affected labour. For Mexican 
workers both precarity and informality have grown 
over the past 25 years. Mexico is considered an 
emergent economy, but around 60% of the popula-
tion is living in poverty. Inequality is an enormous 
problem in Mexico, and the living conditions of the 
general population in comparison to the economic 
elite are very bad.

Precarity has become the general rule for workers 
in Mexico and Latin America more generally. Most 
workers are not able to collectively organise as an 
independent union. They are not able to create con-
tracts through collective bargaining. Their instabil-
ity affects their other rights, and many no longer 
have access to the right to housing, health, or edu-
cation for themselves or their families. 

Violence in the factories has also increased. By vio-
lence, I mean that the employer is not paying extra 
hours and not providing workers with the legally 
required work environment. Managers are verbally 
abusive. Female workers suffer sexual harassment, 
and so on. In such environments, where it is so dif-
ficult for workers to demand respect of their basic 
labour rights, they also have little success in de-
manding the right to collectively bargain.

Shawna Bader-Blau
While much about the nature of work has stayed the 
same for decades, I would highlight a few changes 
over the past 50 to 70 years that have had a real im-
pact on working conditions globally. These factors 
are setting the groundwork for the future of work. 

I’d start with the creation of the Bretton Woods 
institutions after the second world war: the World 
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the 
other sister organisations. Their approach to re-
building the world’s economy developed in the 
context of the fight between capitalism and com-
munism and between different forms of democracy 
and authoritarianism.

These institutions emphasised the need to estab-
lish global free trade, interconnectedness, and 
private-sector growth in both norm and practice. 
From this point onward, you started to see a real 
push on things like the flexibilisation of labour mar-
kets and the loosening of labour laws. The Bretton 
Woods institutions used loans and rules enforced 
on poorer countries to weaken labour laws, to lim-
it public budgets and public spending, to institute 
fees on health and education, and generally to instil 
a notion of private sector growth in countries. 

This trajectory has continued with force through-
out the past seven decades. We have gotten to a 
point where in more and more countries it’s hard 
to do very simple things like form unions or come 
together as workers to achieve collective bargain-
ing. In many countries the right to strike has been 
dismantled, and the concept of the right to employ-
ment has been eliminated almost everywhere. That 
has really affected the nature of work. We’ve seen 
not only increasing crackdowns on unions and un-
ion rights, but also growth in short-term, tempo-
rary, and flexible forms of employment.

The growth of global free trade agreements in re-
cent years has exacerbated this trend. These are 
really massive investor treaties that enormously 
privilege the rights of investors over the rights of 
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humans and the rights of workers. Individual rights 
continue to be constrained at the national level, 
while investment flows are governed at a global lev-
el. It has been very disproportionate growth – in-
vestors over humans.

Finally, the massive growth of technology, which has 
had so many amazing benefits for all of us, has also 
allowed private sector companies to extend their 
reach in pursuit of the cheapest inputs, labour, and 
distribution services. Today’s global supply chains 
contain large quantities of temporary and contract 
labour. There is virtually no legal accountability for 
lead firms when it comes to human rights, as they 
subcontract out the vast majority of the work – and 
their responsibility. This means workers are not only 
being driven further and further apart from each 
other, but they are also becoming more distant from 
the forces of capital impacting their day-to-day lives. 
These factors together have had a massive negative 
impact on the world of work.

Anannya Bhattacharjee
I would say two things. First, the structure of pro-
duction itself has changed considerably. A large 
part of production now takes place through glob-
al production networks, which has really changed 
how responsibility is distributed. Multinationals 
outsource their work to other regions where labour 
is cheaper. In doing so they evade the responsibil-
ity of actual production, yet still benefit from the 
cheaper cost of production. The growth of those 
global production networks has definitely been a 
key change that has affected workers’ lives. 

Second, we have seen the growing dominance of 
short-term, extremely insecure employment rela-
tionships, where employers actively recruit the most 
vulnerable parts of the population. We’ve seen large 
numbers of people moving from rural to urban areas 
in search of work, because they see the growth of in-
dustries there as a source of jobs. However, once they 
enter those jobs they understand very quickly how 
torturous the employment is. That is a huge lesson 
for them. The insecurity of their employment and 

the extremely exploitative conditions of their em-
ployment conspire to make it very difficult for them 
to voice their grievances or seek justice. 

On top of that, they find that this employment 
opportunity – which they thought would alleviate 
their poverty and which is why they migrated –  ac-
tually pays very little. They are barely able to man-
age their expenses and go into increasing amounts 
of debt. They are surprised by how little it really 
helps them to economically better themselves. This 
is how workers experience it.

Many workers these days are also women workers. 
They experience an amazing amount of sexual har-
assment and compulsion to engage in sexual ac-
tivities to keep these jobs. So there is another layer 
of violence that comes through because again, as I 
said, the point is always to recruit the most vulner-
able workers in this type of production. 

But as bad as it is, it’s usually not as bad as going 
back. These are situations of relative misery. In ur-
ban jobs they’re just barely able to meet their ex-
penses to keep their body and mind together. They 
are able to feed themselves and their families. Many 
suffer from severe malnutrition, but feeding them-
selves badly is still better than hunger or starvation.

“You never want to have 
criminal law enforcement 
driving social policy or 
standards out in the 
workplace.”

— Luis C.deBaca
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So it’s really a question of relative misery. They have 
something, but it is nothing close to decent jobs. In 
India job creation is really the creation of miserable 
jobs. What I think is very disturbing about all this 
is that it really wouldn’t take much to make these 
jobs more decent. 

Luis C.deBaca
One of the most concerning trends is that devel-
oped countries have allowed their labour inspec-
torates to be weakened over time. They used to have 
governance and institutions that were sufficient to 
engage on behalf of workers. Now they are more 
like those of developing countries in terms of their 
inability to investigate.

Labour departments around the world in the sixties 
and seventies were actually quite active. Companies 
worked to undercut them by attacking their budgets 
and statutory authority. In other words, they attacked 
inspectors’ ability to force change in the workplace. 
This dismantling of labour ministries and labour in-
spectors, along with the dismantling of the ability to 

unionise through globalisation, are to me both very 
important changes. That shift has meant that some 
of the slack has been picked up by the prosecution 
function of the state. Police and prosecutors must 
now deal with forced labour and horrible worker 
mistreatment, often in cases where it never would 
have gotten so far if there had been proper adminis-
trative enforcement by labour inspectors.

In the 1990s, we at the US Justice Department’s In-
voluntary Servitude and Slavery Programme found 
ourselves pushing Congress to give us a criminal 
labour violation with the prospect of jail time. 
What was happening was that labour inspectors 
were coming to prosecutors and saying these guys 
keep flaunting the civil penalties. They’re eating the 
fines as a cost of doing business – we need to make 
this criminal. We had ended up in a situation where 
prosecution and law enforcement had to come in 
because the more effective labour response had 
evaporated. That’s not good. You never want to have 
criminal law enforcement driving social policy or 
standards out in the workplace.

Anannya Bhattacharjee is right that for many rural 
workers, migrating to urban areas seems like up-
ward mobility. But the formal sector can’t absorb 
them when they come to the urban areas, so they 
end up working in jobs where there’s no social pro-
tection or legal contracts. Their lives are very pre-
carious. Self-Employed Women’s Association con-
ducted a study shortly after the global economic 
slowdown in 2008. The Indian government claimed 
that the country hadn’t been affected, but we found 
that workers in informal trades like waste collec-
tion, agriculture, or garments were no longer being 
paid and were returning home. They had come to 
the cities perhaps eight or 10 years earlier, and now 
they had to move back to the villages. It was ex-

tremely difficult for them. For women doing home-
based manufacturing in rural areas, life has not be-
come better for them either. Their work is also now 
much more precarious. Take hand-rolled Indian ci-
gars. Ten years or so ago, if a woman was rolling ci-
gars she would have been doing it for a single com-
pany. It was permanent work. That doesn’t happen 
anymore. For many women, full employment in a 
particular kind of trade or occupation is no longer 
an option. They have to continuously shift. Today 
they roll cigars, tomorrow they’re in packaging, the 
next day they’re making incense sticks. It’s precari-
ous work for meagre wages, and with longer hours 
than before.

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

Have the lives of informal workers improved over the past several decades?
Reema Nanavaty
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The consequence of that for workers is that the 
stakes get a whole lot higher. If the only tool avail-
able is criminal law, what gets done to you has to 
be worse for the government to care. The level of 
proof necessary also goes way up, and companies 
are probably going to fight the case much harder. 

Also, if we’re forced into saying that something is 
slavery or trafficking in order to go after somebody, 
it exempts companies from having to create better 
workplaces by making only the most egregious im-
portant. I think there is a huge danger in us setting 
up entire work-related regulatory schemes around 
these terms of slavery and trafficking. 

It would be like trying to plan a response to child-
hood exposure to violence, and then only dealing 
with murder. You have to look at all the stages and 
degrees of severity that come before that. If murder 
is all you do, then you end up not dealing with the 
entire thing that gets you to the place of murders. 
It’s the same thing here. If you’re not dealing with 
wage theft, if you’re not dealing with hours worked, 
if you’re not dealing with the ability to act through 
unions, then don’t be surprised when the most hor-
rendous violations of enslavement and abuse end 
up happening.

Han Dongfang
The globalised and fast-changing supply chain 
model of production sets workers further and fur-
ther away from each other even as the goods they 
produce become ever more closely related within a 
highly globalised market. Unfortunately, while this 
process was happening neither national nor inter-
national trade unions found a way to effectively re-
spond to this new reality. The extra wealth created by 
this globalised production model is disproportion-
ately distributed. Far more of it reaches the hands of 
capital than those of labour, and far more ends up in 
developed countries than developing countries.

As a result, on one hand, the price of products re-
mains low. Consumers, including working families 

in the developed world, are able to consume more. 
On the other hand, the income of the workers pro-
ducing these goods in faraway countries also re-
mains low.

This new reality impacts workers in many ways, but 
the two most detrimental factors are the difficulty 
in organising, both locally and internationally, and 
the loss of local and global bargaining power.

Lupe Gonzalo
From the perspective of my community and my 
home country, but also from that of many Amer-
ican workers, corporations have evolved over the 
past several decades in ways that have greatly in-
creased their power. They have taken advantage of 
that power to effect political change. Their actions 
have also forced workers and entire communities 
to leave where they originally are from in order to 
seek out work to survive. 

What workers find out through the migration pro-
cess is that the places to which they arrive have the 
same types of abuses as the places they came from. 
They left to seek better jobs and better lives. What 
they find are incredibly abusive situations, this time 
exacerbated by the fact that they are now in a new 
place where they don’t know the laws and where they 
don’t know their rights. Now it is even easier for peo-
ple to take advantage of them. That has been the big-
gest impact that we’ve seen for these communities. 

In this new context companies take advantage of 
any crack of vulnerability that they can find in or-
der to profit as much as possible. At the end of the 
day their one concern is how much money they can 
make. It’s a deeply problematic and abusive situa-
tion where both governments and companies are 
able to push for certain policies without thinking 
about the humanity of workers and their families. 
This is how we’ve ended up with conflicting sets of 
economic and immigration policies that first pres-
sure workers to migrate and then allow them to be 
exploited and abused when they arrive. 
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Theresa Haas & 
Penelope Kyritsis
Penelope: Among the most striking changes in the 
nature of work concerns the rise of global supply 
chains and relatedly, the increase in outsourcing 
and sub-contracting practices. This re-organisation 
of production has given multinational corporations 
the ability to dictate costs along their supply chains. 
They use their market power to pressure suppliers 
to cut prices, a practice which allows an ever great-
er share of the profit to concentrate at the top while 
margins are further and further squeezed down be-
low. These changes have enabled a consolidation of 
corporate power of multinational corporations as 
buyers at the top of supply chains.

At the end of the day, those most affected by this 
price squeeze are the workers at the bottom of 
supply chains. Supply chain dynamics and buyer 
practices have made it very difficult for suppliers to 
maintain successful commercial relationships and 
comply with labour standards, including minimum 
wage laws, at the same time.

Theresa: The consolidation of corporate power 
and the rise of global supply chains have created 
intense competition between suppliers. The easi-
est way for suppliers to compete is on the basis of 
price, and the easiest way for them to lower prices 
is by squeezing not only direct labour costs but also 
associated indirect costs. That means, for example, 
not providing appropriate fire safety equipment or 
seating in a factory, or paying the legally mandated 
premium for overtime.

Concentrated corporate power combined with in-
tense competition among contractors has also al-
lowed firms to shorten lead times. Buyers at the top 
of supply chains can pressure suppliers to deliver 
goods faster, more quickly, and more cheaply. This 
puts an incredible squeeze on workers financially, 
physically, and emotionally that really embodies 
this idea of a race to the bottom. 

Penelope: A lot of times when people talk about 
labour exploitation they talk about it as if it’s an un-
intended consequence of business practices. How-
ever, labour exploitation is an integral part of the 
design of global supply chains. When the idea is 
to get goods as cheaply as possible by outsourcing 
costs it’s inevitably workers who pay the price.

Theresa: I think responsibility lies almost exclu-
sively with the brands at the top of supply chains. 
They have intentionally restructured their indus-
tries in almost deity-type ways. The production of 
many products bound for the US market used to 
take place exclusively in the US, often by suppliers 
wholly owned by the retailers. That system had a 
number of flaws from a business perspective, one 
of which was that the retailer and the supplier were 
one and the same. That put a significant, exclusive 
amount of responsibility on the retailer for the con-
ditions of the supplier.

By outsourcing production, buyers distanced them-
selves from that responsibility. At the same time 
they created an intense amount of competition that 
has driven down prices. Suppliers are really caught 
in a bind there, but I don’t think brands are at all. 
Brands have done this intentionally because it is in 
their best interest to outsource production, deny re-
sponsibility, and drive down prices. 

Emily Kenway
Changes in the way production is organised, rath-
er than changes in the nature of work per se, are 
what determine the constraints and opportunities 
around work and the potential for rights in la-
bour. Over 80% of goods and services are traded 
through supply chains today in an incredibly com-
plex, globalised system of production. Thousands 
of sub-contractors and suppliers operating below 
intricate transnational corporate structures now re-
late to the eventual end product or service.

This works really well for capital, essentially be-
cause it fragments the power dynamics in produc-
tion. That, in turn, fragments responsibility and 
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creates a vacuum of accountability in relation to 
labour rights. The London construction sector is a 
good place to see this in action. It is common to 
find workers on a site who do not know what com-
pany they’re working for, because the work has been 
sub-contracted out so many times. So these chains 
obfuscate who the ultimate employer is. That’s not 
a term that the corporate sector is that happy with. 
But if you look at the power dynamics down these 
chains you can see that the lead companies at the 
top are, to some extent, shaping the conditions and 
possibilities for workers’ terms much lower down.

Legal frameworks have not caught up with this at 

all. A worker’s labour rights may fall in between 
different national jurisdictions, or between differ-
ent nodes of a supply chain within a country. Mil-
lions of workers around the world are bound into 
this system, but without clarity on how to leverage 
those chains for their benefit, or where to direct 
claims and grievances to achieve change.

This whole picture of fragmentation and inacces-
sible accountability is compounded by two fur-
ther issues. They’re often talked about as if they’ve 
changed, but the ways they haven’t changed are 
more important. The first is informal labour. It has 

always been a significant constituent part of the 
economies of the Global South. People think of in-
formal labour as somehow anachronistic, and as-
sume that sectors will formalise over time. People 
often talk about this in relation to domestic labour, 
as it has particularly high rates of exploitation. Yet 
that formalisation isn’t happening, and in general 
the informal sector is actually growing.

The other thing is that while migrant labour has 
grown – that’s a change – more important is that we 
still haven’t learned to protect them. They remain 
largely excluded from labour rights protections. 
The UN Convention on the Protection of the Rights 

of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 
Families was finalised in 1990 but so far it has had 
very low levels of ratification. It hasn’t succeeded.

Taken together, these factors have created a situa-
tion where responsibility chains are totally obfus-
cated; where capital has free movement but labour 
rights have not gone with it; and where you have 
growing parts of the labour market – informal and 
migrant labour – that are under-protected. It’s a re-
ally disenfranchised, under-protected labour mar-
ket that benefits capital above all else.

“Once people know you are a domestic worker, they 
immediately think you are stupid. You are dirty. ... It is very 
hard to ask for legal protections when the people around 

you do not think you deserve them.”

— Elizabeth Tang
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Reema Nanavaty
When people speak about global changes in work-
ing conditions the informal sector is completely 
left out. Workers in the informal sector often work 
out of their homes, so even though the majority of 
the workforce in India and in the Global South are 
informally employed their work remains invisible. 
This means that most policy debates end up only 
discussing self-employed or informal workers from 
the point of view of advanced economies.

The informal sector is growing. When the Self-Em-
ployed Women’s Association started in the 1970s it 
was around 90% of the Indian economy. Now it’s 
around 95%. Part of the reason for this growth is 
internal migration. Informal workers migrate to 
the cities from rural areas and are only able to find 
precarious and menial kinds of work.

For informal workers in India and the rest of the 
Global South, innovation is an in-built part of their 
coping strategy. There is no security of work – the 
informal sector resides outside the purview of gov-
ernment policies – so workers have little choice but 
to continuously change their work and adjust to 
newer skills. One day I might be an incense stick 
roller or an Indian cigar roller, then I might move 
to packaging, and from packaging I might suddenly 
move to finishing ready-made garments.

As innovation as a daily coping strategy for infor-
mal sector workers remains unrecognised, many 
questions crucial to policy remain unasked. Every-
body talks about skilled development or life-long 
learning, but what does life-long learning mean in 
an informal context? What kinds of skills or schools 
are required? These questions remain unanswered. 

That home-based workers are often found in rural 
areas also affects workers’ positions within global 
supply chains. Does any major company directly 
work with these informal sector workers? No, they 
do not. They just cannot afford to. They are scat-
tered, they work out of their homes, their tools are 

worn out. These workers don’t know where the raw 
material comes from or where the finished product 
goes to. Therefore, it is very convenient for brands 
at the top to just work with the intermediaries. That 
is why, despite their putting in so many long hours 
of work, the informal sector workers do not get 
their fair share of income.

Elizabeth Tang
Most of the changes are actually nothing new. We 
have been talking about capital moving around, 
the exploitation of workers in so-called third world 
countries, migration, and the casualisation of la-
bour since the seventies. What’s new is that advanc-
es in technology have intensified them.

More women are migrating. Not just so-called pro-
fessionals or people with high levels of education 
are chasing better work, but also comparatively 
uneducated women with little English from rural 
areas. This happened before but not at this scale. 

Technology is, I think, driving this shift. Lots of do-
mestic workers are now migrating solely through 
the information they find on websites, rather than 
with the help of an agency. It’s now easier for them 
to make the move on their own. Before it was just 
doing what a man told them to do. They didn’t have 
anything concrete, many didn’t get so much as a 
piece of paper from the agent. Now they have ac-
cess to recruiting websites on their phones. There’s 
a lot of information there, it’s all written down, so 
it seems more real and more secure. It’s not, but it 
creates that impression.

The catch is that when they finally get a job there is 
no protection. The website might have said $10 per 
day or $200 per month before they started work, 
but if that doesn’t materialise there is nothing they 
can do. They aren’t protected by anything. It’s true 
that many more countries have passed laws regard-
ing domestic workers, but they are not enforced. So 
what looks concrete, real, and precise actually turns 
out to be fluid.
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The other big change is that worker security has 
either greatly diminished or gone away entirely. 
Nobody has a life-long guarantee for their job, and 
pension systems almost look like dinosaurs now. 
The line between informal workers or casual work-
ers and workers with formal jobs has actually be-
come very very small. In both situations what you 
have is not secure.

Discrimination hasn’t changed too much, but it’s im-
portant to note that it remains as alive as ever. The 
IDWF gets constant feedback on working conditions 
from its members, and the most common word we 
hear is discrimination. Once people know you are 
a domestic worker, they immediately think you are 
stupid. You are dirty. You are not made for anything 
better than to clean. They never realise that they de-
pend so much on domestic workers, that their lives 
would be completely disrupted without them.

Lots of domestic workers are also migrants, and as 
migrants they also face another layer of discrimi-
nation. Add that to being a domestic worker, and 
people really have no respect for them. It is very 
hard to ask for legal protections when the people 
around you do not think you deserve them.

Alison Tate
From a labour perspective the really important 
changes are the impacts of trade and globalisation 
on business models, and the creation of global sup-
ply chains. These have led to greater exploitation in 
the modern age. There’s a lot of discussion today 
about poverty alleviation and bringing people out 
of the most extreme forms of poverty through wag-

es and access to income. But what we’ve seen in the 
last 10 years is a model of business that undermines 
the capacity for job security and income security. 
This of course leads to a spectrum of exploitations.

If you look at the global workforce, it’s about three 
billion workers. Only 60% of those are in formal 
work, and the majority of workers around the globe, 
no matter what level of development, are in insecure 
work. They don’t know what their next week or their 
next month will look like in terms of their income. 
For those 40% of workers in informal work, they 
don’t have the recognition of an employment rela-
tionship with their employer or recognition under 
law. That level of insecurity is a very stressful and 
sometimes leads to desperate situations.

Many are working in less and less secure condi-
tions, but they might be more concerned to keep 
their job than to speak up or complain. It is the ex-
perience of many workers that joining a union or 
taking collective action means risking retaliatory 
action from employers, not being assigned work or 
shifts, or the risk being sacked. Freedom of associ-
ation, collective bargaining, and social protection 
are fundamental workers’ rights that are recognised 
in international law. They are for all workers.

No job should be without a floor of universal so-
cial protection, which includes certain benefits for 
when a worker is not able to access sufficient in-
come. No worker should be without a minimum 
living wage, or the capacity to bargain for a fair con-
tract price floor. Yet that’s what we’re seeing more 
and more in the digitalised and platform economy.
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In demarcating the most important changes in the 
nature of work in recent years, Anannya Bhattachar-
jee rightly points to the emergence of global produc-
tion networks as a crucial development. Moreover, 
she is absolutely correct in calling attention to the 
fact that employment relationships in these global 
production networks are very often short-term, in-
secure, and poorly paid. “In India,” she argues, “job 
creation is really the creation of miserable jobs”. 
This is no exaggeration. Despite very high levels of 
economic growth since the early 2000s, more than 
80% of India’s workers scramble to earn a precarious 
living in the informal sector. The richest 1% of the 
population, meanwhile, corner more than 70% of all 
wealth generated in the economy. 

In addition to being a sharp diagnosis of the emerg-
ing world of work under capitalism in our times, 
Bhattacharjee’s observations also point us towards 
an important insight about poverty in the Global 
South. It is created and reproduced through global 
production networks. 

The emergence of global production networks since 
the late 1970s has been propelled by transnational 
corporations relocating parts of their production 
process – in particular labour-intensive manufactur-
ing – from the Global North to the Global South. The 
industrialisation of Southern economies has, in turn, 
resulted in a massive increase in the size of the glob-
al working class. In fact, the global workforce dou-
bled between 1980 and 2005.   This transformation 
also accelerated economic growth, and low-income 
countries became middle-income countries as they 
were integrated into global production networks. 

Consequently, actors such as the World Bank and 
the OECD consider participation in global pro-
duction networks to be an important precondition 
for successful development. However, there is an 
inconvenient fact that is often left out of these pol-
icy narratives. As development economist Andy 
Sumner demonstrated in his book Global Poverty, 
as many as 70% of the world’s poor currently live in 
what the World Bank refers to as middle-income 
countries. Put slightly differently, one billion poor 
people live in countries that, since the early 1990s, 
witnessed economic growth precisely because of 
their integration into global production networks. 
These countries are, in principle, capable of ending 
poverty among their citizens. 

This paradox reveals that the economic growth 
lifting countries from low-income status to mid-
dle-income status is profoundly unequally dis-
tributed. It also reveals a fundamental aspect of 
global production networks: they are comprised of 
different value tiers, and that different groups cap-
ture different amounts of the value created in these 
networks. Workers in the Global South capture the 
least value. The work they carry out is poorly paid, 
temporary, and unstable. Their working conditions 
are poor and their access to social protection is re-
stricted. Indeed, the share of national income paid 
to workers in Southern economies has been falling 
since the 1990s. We also know that some 55% of 
workers in the world economy have no access to 
social protection, while 60% lack a permanent con-
tract. The majority of these workers are citizens of 
Asian, Latin American, and African countries. In 
short, precarious workers live in poverty in mid-
dle-income countries in the Global South. 

RESPONSE

The future of work and the future of poverty

Alf Gunvald Nilsen
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This means that to discuss the future of work is to 
discuss the future of poverty. In a context where 
the livelihoods of the majority of the world’s pop-
ulation are dependent on wage labour, the struggle 
against poverty has to be a struggle for decent, sta-
ble, and well-paid work. It must be a struggle for 
social citizenship that advances redistribution in 
favour of the working classes in the Global South. 

I use the word struggle quite deliberately, for it is 
nothing short of delusional to think such changes 
will come about without organising and mobilising 
workers to challenge the power of transnational 
corporations and political elites. Power, as we know 
all too well, concedes nothing without a demand. It 
never has, and it never will. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_tuvBHr6WU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_tuvBHr6WU
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For decades, the British sex industry has straddled 
both informal and illegal work. This is because 
while the buying and selling of sex is technically 
legal in the UK, everything that produces the ex-
change of sex for money – advertising, employing 
support staff, renting premises, working collective-
ly – is criminalised. As a result, our workplaces in 
‘flats’ (small scale brothels), saunas, and hostess 
clubs have never been stable or safe places.

There has never been any job or income security in 
the sex industry. You only make money if it is busy, 
and the ‘house’ takes a percentage of your earnings 
– sometimes as high as 65-70%. However, up un-
til recently, the way the system usually worked was 
that the flat manager would cover overheads. Build-
ings come with rent, utilities, and maintenance 
costs. Venues also need interior decorating, furni-
ture, bedding, towels, equipment, and cleaning, and 
in our corner of the service industry also condoms 
and lube. Bosses would produce and place ads in 
newspapers and cards in red telephone boxes. They 
would provide security and often a receptionist, 
who would screen clients either on the phone or at 
the door. Similar arrangements existed for escort 
agencies, although in their case workers were often 
required to sort out somewhere to receive ‘in-calls’. 

While we were never paid for the hours spent wait-
ing for clients, and while we had to cover the cost of 
our own work clothes and grooming, sex workers 
were not expected to invest time, money, and skills 
into our work when we were not on the job. Our 

only investment in marketing was the construction 
of a work persona. This persona existed in clearly 
demarcated ways. It appeared when we came into 
direct contact with clients – either in the room, 
when actively earning money, or when introducing 
ourselves to potential clients – and disappeared just 
as quickly. This meant that sex work was clearly de-
fined as a labour practice within time and space. A 
job with its uniforms and costumes, tools and office 
politics. A performed role, which you could stop 
performing when not actively working. In the past 
five to ten years, this has changed completely.

The ‘entrepreneurial’ sex worker
In the last decade, working in flats and saunas has be-
come increasingly risky and difficult. This is in part 
due to increased immigration raids, neighbourhood 
gentrification, and the closure of many premises by 
police with the help of abolitionist feminists. It is also 
partly a consequence of the broader incorporation 
of informal service work into the online, freelance, 
customer-reviewed ‘gig’ economy.

Today an increasing number of sex workers in Brit-
ain – although certainly not all – are ‘independ-
ent’. They are ostensibly self-employed, freelance 
entrepreneurs. It is a shift that has affected every 
aspect of sex workers’ lives. Unlike ‘flat’ managers, 
individual sex workers can rarely secure and afford 
to rent long term work premises. Instead they hire 
hotels or rooms by the hour and go to clients’ hotels 
and homes. And with expensive print advertising 
out of the question, sex workers must now drum up 

RESPONSE
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clients online. They maintain profiles on platforms 
such as AdultWork, promote themselves on social 
networks, and many even have their own websites. 

The work of digital self-promotion is never-ending. 
Online marketplace websites require constantly up-
dated picture galleries; a ‘personal’ story; details of 
services available; an active blog; reviews of clients; 
accepting clients’ reviews of you; and often a web-
cam presence. Platforms like AdultWork penalise 
you or delete your profile if your response time isn’t 
quick enough, or if your phrasing isn’t to their liking.

If you have your own website, you also need to 
spend money on web hosting and web design, or, 
if you have the skills, spend hours doing it your-
self. You need to pay for photographers, outfits, and 
work tools. You need to spend hours on Twitter, 
Facebook, or Instagram. You need to communicate 
with clients via phone, Whatsapp, Skype and email. 
You need to have and engage with a work phone, 
which you are expected to check constantly. All this 
before you make one penny.

To understand how sex work has changed requires 
thinking through how both our labour conditions 
and the political economy of the industry has been 
transformed. We are no longer forced to hand over 
hefty house fees to a boss, but our overheads are now 
much higher. The economic risk of investment has 
been shifted onto the worker. At the same time, we 
are now required to invest nearly infinite amounts of 
unpaid labour into our ‘businesses’. Working hours 
now stretch into every waking moment and working 
spaces become everywhere and nowhere.

The isolation of ‘independence’
The term ‘independent’ brings to mind freedom 
and agency, but the very opposite is often the 
case. As an ‘independent’ sex worker, you are not 
exploited by a single employer within a capitalist 
framework, but by the nebulous yet crushing de-
mands of an entire market. Independent workers 
are constantly on display while being dangerously 
isolated. They work alone in spaces hired by the 
hour, with no cleaners, drivers, or security, and 

with no check-in/check-out practices. Many new 
workers don’t even know the ‘buddy’ safety system, 
and lots of workers don’t have friends who can do 
this for them due to stigma, immigration, parent-
ing or employability concerns.

You can no longer go to work in an anonymous 
destination. Your activities are all registered online. 
They are connected to your IP address, and in many 
cases, to your email and social media accounts. 
Many workers report clients mysteriously appear-
ing on their private social media profiles. In order to 
access adult websites, you need to provide your full 
identity details and passport. In most cases, your face 
and body are also plastered all over the internet. In 
neoliberal speak you can ‘choose’ to not show your 
face in these images, but the price will be lost work. 
That means only workers who can afford to pick and 
choose can take this protective measure.

When many of us started working – in brothels, flats, 
peep shows, escort agencies or outdoors – we had 
the benefit of other workers showing us the ropes. 
We received recommendations or warnings about 
workplaces along with other imparted knowledge. 
How to take and store the money; how to define 
and protect boundaries; how to give a good service 
while minimising strain and risk; how to guard 
against dangerous clients; how to recognise burn-
out symptoms; how to get out of hairy situations. 
This shared community knowledge encompassed 
not just toys, tools, and anatomy, but how to handle 
the job psychologically and physically.

Safety in numbers
Working in flats and brothels, sex workers could 
also share health concerns. We showed each other 
symptoms we are worried about, and shared infor-
mation about treatment, prevention, and the best 
clinics. The long-established sex workers’ knowl-
edge and vigilance regarding our health has been 
alarmingly diluted over the past five years.

Rarely do public discussions of sex work actually 
reach into the practicalities of the work. However, it 
is crucial that we do so. Oral sex without a condom is 
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quickly becoming normalised, often with very little 
extra charged for this service. The perils of STDs are 
either poorly understood or viewed as an unavoida-
ble hazard by many new ‘independent’ workers.

Vaginal sex without a condom used to be almost 
non-existent. It was something workers would do 
in secret, charging a hefty sum for the risk. It is now 
becoming common. Anal sex, hitherto a very spe-
cialised and highly priced service in the case of cis 
women sex workers, has also become a much more 
widespread and cheaper practice. The alarming de-
cline in safety and the reduction of prices is directly 
related workers’ isolation. New workers no longer 
come into contact with more experienced workers, 
and they are deprived of the knowledge, support, 
and pressure of their peers.

This is not to say that everything used to be roses. 
Of course some flat managers used to put indirect 
pressure on workers to provide oral without a con-
dom. They behaved like any other bad contractor 
or manager who wanted workers to comply with 
unsafe conditions in order to keep the client hap-
py and increase their cut. However, in our experi-
ence this was relatively rare and never compulsory. 
Moreover, such flats quickly acquired bad repu-
tations as workplaces to be avoided. The pressure 
on ‘independent’ workers is much more subtle and 
oppressive. If oral sex without a condom becomes a 
common service, you feel that you have no one but 
yourself to blame if you can’t make ends meet when 
not offering it.

At risk for less and less
Platforms such as AdultWork are major contributors 
to the decline in workers’ safer sex standards. Their 
‘check list’ of services is particularly damaging. This 
list contains a long list of practices, many of them 
unsafe. It indicates to new workers – and, crucial-
ly, clients – that risky practices are no longer seen 

as exceptional. And while a sex worker can certain-
ly ‘choose’ to opt out of them, doing so now seems 
oddly limiting – to quote many clients, ‘conservative’.

Who profits from this new arrangement? Many 
clients are taking more health risks now, but they 
are also getting much more for their money. Work-
ers also face increased risks yet earn less for their 
labour. Prices have dropped dramatically over the 
past few years. This is partly due to stiffer competi-
tion, austerity, and a lack of industry standards due 
to the vanishing of flats. However, there is another, 
perhaps more important reason: the illusion that 
we are making more money thanks to the elimina-
tion of the middle-person.

As ‘independents’, we are no longer obliged to give 
the lion’s share of our hourly rate to mediators and 
managers. The sum we charge the client is all ours. 
As a result, we feel we can afford to charge less in 
order to get more clients. However, the sums don’t 
add up. ‘Independent’ workers, in fact, invest a lot 
of money and labour in getting and maintaining 
clients. The long hours of unpaid marketing and 
admin work, and the stress caused by constantly 
being at the client’s beck and call, are neither visible 
nor financially accounted for.

Sitting in a flat waiting for clients was also unpaid 
labour. But at least when we worked in this system 
we knew when we were working. We were able to 
calculate our real hourly wage by dividing our take 
by the actual time we were at work. We could see 
if we were earning enough at a specific workplace, 
and if we weren’t we could try somewhere else. So, 
as is often the case with neoliberal notion of free-
dom and choice, the consumer pays less, and the 
worker puts in more invisibilised, unwaged labour. 
And this time there’s no recourse, since, allegedly, 
we are all our own bosses.



Question 2
Do you believe that existing strategies to promote 
ethical investment and ethical consumption have 
been effective in improving worker conditions and 
promoting workers’ rights? Do you have examples of 
new ways forward that could improve upon what is 
already being done?
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Alejandra Ancheita
In our experience corporate social responsibility 
programmes can be useful in very specific cases. 
For example, when you have a factory producing 
shoes for a transnational corporation under very 
bad conditions and in a very small town, where 
most of the population is affected. In a case like 
that codes of conduct, due diligence, or naming 
and shaming mechanisms can work when pursued 
alongside a proper legal strategy. 

It’s different when we’re talking about an entire in-
dustry. At this broader level our experience shows 
that trying to improve worker conditions through 
certifications has minimal impact. Perhaps not 
zero, but minimal. We are now working with berry 
pickers in Baja, California. These workers work be-
tween 14 and 16 hours a day. The owners of the farm 
do not give them all the training they need. They do 
not receive all the tools necessary for their work. 
They are only hired by the day. They are not able 
to form an independent union or settle a collective 
bargaining contract. Yet all the products they pick 
are certified by one organisation or another. 

What works better is to not only implicate the farm 
owner but also the companies that are buying, sell-
ing, and exporting these products. In order to do 
that we’re supporting the workers to collectively or-
ganise and building a strategy of strategic litigation. 
We pursue lobbying and advocacy with the Mexi-
can government as well as with the brands. We are 
creating a new narrative to inform the public about 
what is happening to these workers.

Explaining all the layers of violation that can occur 
can be very difficult. The structural conditions we 
face in Mexico usually mean that when one human 
right is violated others are as well. Take berry pick-
ers on a farm. Their labour rights are likely being 
violated in the ways we have already talked about, 
even though the berries themselves are certified. 
Behind that, however, might lie a further violation: 
the farm they’re working on might be located on 
former communal land.

You see, after the NAFTA agreement came into 
force indigenous communities did not receive 
support from the government to work the land. 
They owned the land, but not the means. So they 
sold it. Now many of those same individuals, who 
once collectively owned the land, pick berries for 
the new owners under precarious conditions. It’s 
a chain of exploitation resulting from a failed eco-
nomic model, one that cannot ensure labour rights 
or indigenous peoples’ rights to territory and natu-
ral resources.

Those kinds of facts very complicated for consum-
ers to understand, even those with good will. They 
want to support campaigns and thus try to believe 
in these mechanisms of social responsibility. But 
the reality is that companies use social respon-
sibility mechanisms because they are cheap and 
make corporations appear as the good guys. What 
is much more expensive for transnational corpo-
rations is fulfilling labour standards and fulfilling 
human rights. 

Shawna Bader-Blau
It’s really important that there be a variety of strat-
egies that well-meaning consumers and investors 
can access and use to try to do good. Those of us 
in the field, therefore, need to find allies in these 
structures and these movements.

At the same time, a common pitfall of these strat-
egies is that they are not directly tied to the needs 
of workers. They might be well-meaning but they 
aren’t devised or co-created with the input of the af-
fected people. That can lead to odd outcomes, such 
as a product boycott that the workers themselves 
don’t actually want.

A stronger response would be if the people think-
ing about ethical consumption and its effects on 
the earth, indigenous people, and workers came 
together with the people producing food, clothes, 
and other goods and services. Different social 
movements crossing boundaries to come together 
in common cause. That’s the future of how we build 
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power. We can’t do it in silos like we have so far. 
Neither of our strategies are effective enough, not 
on the worker end and not on the consumer end. 
The global economy is just too big. 

There are great examples of how to converge inter-
ests in ways that really lead to positive change on 
the ground. Take the Accord on Fire and Building 
Safety in Bangladesh. We point to that a lot because 
it has global companies coming together with lo-
cal NGOs, unions, and international civil society at 
one table to reach a negotiated and binding agree-
ment on how to make workplaces safer. That is the 
sort of model of cooperation we should be push-
ing on private equity firms and the big investment 
companies behind the brands. We should push 
the idea that ethical investing means investing in 
brands that are signed onto these kinds of binding 
international standards.

We need to reassert at every level of corporation 
and government that labour rights are critical to 
shared prosperity. In many of the ethical consump-
tion and ethical investment initiatives I’ve seen, the 
core rights of workers are often missing – collective 
bargaining, freedom of association, and the right to 
have a say in one’s own working conditions. That’s 
tragic because, while there are a lot of rights that 
we need to advocate for when we’re trying to create 
fairness in the global economy and more positive 
corporate behaviour, core rights are absolutely key. 
Yet they’re missing, I’d say, almost 70% to 80% of 
the time. 

They’re missing because they are perceived to hit 
the bottom lines of companies. I hope things like 
the Bangladesh Accord can be used to undo that as-
sumption. You can’t say that the global brands that 
signed onto the accord are diminishing, tiny little 
companies of no importance. They represent the 
300 largest global garment brands on Earth. Some-
how none of them went bankrupt or dissolved after 
they signed the accord. We should do a better job of 
advertising that fact.

Anannya Bhattacharjee
We have not seen any of these programmes real-
ly change the lives of workers. I’m not saying that 
all of them are 100% rubbish. There could be a few 
pilots here and there which serve a few workers in 
a microcosm, and solve a problem for a period of 
time. But we have not seen any of these efforts real-
ly change the lives of workers.

Let’s look at two ways in which workers are suffer-
ing, and let’s see how these programmes could im-
pact them. 

The first is the day-to-day relationship between 
workers and the factory management. To a large 
extent those industrial relations – the way manag-
ers behave on the shop floor – are determined by 
the sourcing practices of the multinationals pur-
chasing their products. Those sourcing practices 
frequently require managers to push workers ex-
tremely hard without fairly remunerating them. As 
a result workers face coercive, retaliatory, and often 
violent industrial relations. So: industrial relations 
can only improve if the extremely coercive prac-
tices that are needed to extract the work from the 
workers are removed. None of these ethical invest-
ment practices or CSR programmes really focus on 
what it would take to do that.

A second problem workers face is that of extreme-
ly low wages, if not wage theft. In many situations, 
workers are not able to fight for higher wages be-
cause the industrial relations I’ve described make 
sure that they do not exercise their collective pow-
er. This is no accident. Low wages and coercive in-
dustrial relations are in place so that the cheapest 
labour can be engaged to provide goods at very low 
cost. These problems aren’t solved by the sorts of re-
search and investment that go on. They may sound 
nice, but really at a ground level, they are not mak-
ing any difference to workers’ lives. 

In my opinion things will only improve when 
workers’ organisations are at the table to discuss, 
implement, and monitor the solutions. This rarely 
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happens because most corporate activities tend to 
avoid dealing with workers’ organisations. There’s 
antipathy towards trade unions or any kind of rep-
resentative organisation. The one exception is that 
sometimes they may engage at a very high level – a 
global union at the level of Geneva or Brussels – 
even though production is on another continent. 

The point remains: the only time things have a 
chance of working is when an activity can be con-
ceived, implemented, and monitored by local work-
er organisations. Of these there are really only a 
handful of examples. In the garment industry there 
is the freedom of association protocol in Indonesia, 
and there’s the Accord on Fire and Building Safe-
ty in Bangladesh. These agreements were designed 
with the participation of labour organisations, they 

have a process of enforceability, and they bind sig-
natories to certain activities. I would say these are 
some of the conditions for success, but they’re ex-
tremely hard to achieve. Not because they’re diffi-
cult to do, but because of the unwillingness of com-
panies to engage with them.

Luis C.deBaca
For folks coming at this from a trafficking lens, a lot 
of the multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) look like 
they were either designed to be toothless or they 
became captive over the years. This group says, 
‘Y’all don’t have any teeth, and so therefore you’re 
just helping to greenwash’. Then the established 

MSI participants turn back around and say, ‘You 
guys think that it’s always about putting people in 
jail, you don’t understand how hard this is’.

The truth is probably somewhere in the middle. 
But I think it’s very interesting that, by now, even 
many of the people who don’t consider them-
selves as part of the anti-trafficking or anti-slavery 
movements are pressing for more teeth and more 
public transparency. That shift has led to the crea-
tion of the California Supply Chain Transparency 
Act, which then morphed into the US procure-
ment standards from former president Barack 
Obama, which came out around the same time as 
the UK Modern Slavery Act in 2015. Those were 
all very much being driven by that kind of rebel-
lious, young, anti-trafficking movement.

I helped promote the content of the California bill 
both nationally and internationally. Part of the 
reason we went down this route was that we felt, 
at the time, that MSIs and social audits were large-
ly being done by environmentally-focused folks 
with environmentally-focused approaches. They 
were forestry and biology majors who were good 
at measuring chemicals in the water but not nec-
essarily good at talking to workers in their dorms. 
That scepticism combined with the fact that a lot 
of audits remained proprietary information for the 
companies concerned, and with the way employers 
could use the ILO’s tripartite consensus model to 
their advantage. They could point to a labour union 
representative in their MSI, while ignoring the fact 

“Workers as a bargaining partner at the site of production is 
the biggest piece missing from the picture.”

— Han Dongfang
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that trade unionists were getting killed over where 
their third- or fourth-tier suppliers were operating. 
There was that sort of fiction that was happening in 
the CSR model.

This is one of the reasons why so many of us are 
interested in worker-driven social responsibility 
(WSR) instead. It puts the worker a little bit fur-
ther forward into the issue and it doesn’t depend on 
the largesse of the company. Corporations can no 
longer claim to be committed to a tripartite, high-
low style dialogue with the unions while simultane-
ously using lobbying and business associations to 
ensure unions stay powerless. My hope and dream 
for WSR is that it changes that dynamic.

A part of me also likes it because it does not nec-
essarily require the worker’s input to be filtered 
through official labour union structures. Trade un-
ions in some countries are phenomenal with a lot 
of extremely brave people, but in some countries 
they’re very captive. They’re captive either to the gov-
ernment itself or to the companies. The entire focus 
on WSR puts the most important actor first in this, 
as opposed to corporate social responsibility.

Han Dongfang
The corporate social responsibility and employer 
code of conduct strategy has been a necessary first 
step. The biggest achievement of these programmes, 
however, has been to highlight what should be 
done rather than to bring about real improvements. 
Brands are busy sending out auditors to the suppli-
ers, auditors are busy travelling between different 
worlds and writing reports, employers are busy tell-
ing their workers what to say and what not to say 
to the auditors, and civil society organisations and 
media are busy finding the faults in the audits and 
accusing the brands of using them for PR exercises. 
It’s a never ending game of cat and mouse.

Workers as a bargaining partner at the site of 
production is the biggest piece missing from this 
picture. China Labour Bulletin (CLB) has been 
arguing for the last 20 years that the corporate so-

cial responsibility approach will never become an 
effective tool for protecting workers’ rights unless 
it involves the workers producing these goods as 
a bargaining partner. We believe that workplace 
collective bargaining will not only result in a bet-
ter life for workers but also enhance the reputation 
of the brands, stabilise labour relations, and create 
stronger local consumption near the factories. In 
other words, workplace collective bargaining has 
multiple benefits for all stakeholders.

For many years nobody listened to this argument, 
so in 2005 CLB took the strategic decision of focus-
sing on workplace collective bargaining as a means 
of protecting and developing the economic inter-
ests of Chinese workers. During this process, we 
were able to demonstrate the effectiveness of work-
er-led, enterprise-level collective bargaining in 
solving strike cases. Meanwhile, the process and the 
results demonstrated that worker organising was 
not necessarily a threat to the ruling Communist 
Party of China (CPC). It could instead bolster the 
legitimacy of the CPC by improving living stand-
ards for ordinary Chinese workers. This was one of 
the major elements that directly led to the CPC’s 
reform of the official All-China Federation of Trade 
Unions (ACFTU) in late 2015. It was the first time 
in history that Chinese workers actually had the 
opportunity, as members of the official union, to 
turn that organisation into a genuine trade union 
that represented workers at the enterprise level.

In early 2017, CLB brought our experience of pro-
moting workplace collective bargaining in China to 
India, where we are working with a garment work-
ers union in Bangalore. After one year of strategic 
training for worker activists and worker organising 
on the factory floor, a team of representatives elect-
ed by the workers initiated a bargaining process in 
one of the major garment factories. Although it led 
to furious retaliation, including physical beatings 
and dismissals, all the representatives were able to 
hold on without backing down. This allowed the 
CSR partners involved enough time to commission 
an in-depth report on the case, and in the end the 
management finally engaged in dialogue with the 
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garment workers union. This example shows how 
collective bargaining and organising on the factory 
floor, combined with CSR, can actually get the em-
ployer to change its behaviour and become a lead-
ing role model.

Lupe Gonzalo
Corporate social responsibility programmes exist 
to satisfy consumer demand for ethical products. 
Their primary purpose is to protect the brand by 
preventing consumers from taking their business 
somewhere else. They are not meant to and do not 
succeed in protecting the human rights of workers, 
or in reducing poverty for workers. The reason that 
these programmes don’t work is because there is 
no enforcement. There’s no one actually ensuring 
that the high standards the companies talk about 
are reaching workers. For example, there are a lot 
of coffee products from Central America that are 
labelled fair trade, but the workers producing them 
have no idea they’re a part of that programme. It 
doesn’t actually affect their lives or change anything 
for them.

I think what is necessary is just doing the hard work 
of directly educating consumers as workers. Con-
sumers see us as human beings. They don’t see us as 
machines. Our message is that workers and consum-
ers can do something together. Our campaigns open 
the eyes of people, but it is only through concerted 
and conscious consumer demand that these types of 
programmes can actually be enforced. Companies 
will only invest in them if consumers actually de-
mand high standards and enforceable programmes. 

The essential elements of the Fair Food Program 
model can and have been replicated in many contexts.
First, workers need to be the authors of the cam-
paigns. It is critically important that workers them-
selves are establishing the goal posts, as they are the 
only ones who can really identify what they need.

Second, consumers need to be involved. Signing 
binding agreements is not something companies 
want to do, so you have to build power with consum-

ers and have them as allies in this process in order 
to make companies sign these types of agreements. 

Third, workers must be educated about their rights, 
ideally by other workers. People who not only lit-
erally speak their language but also who have a 
deep and personal understanding of the industry 
by having worked in it. This is very powerful. Not 
only is the information better communicated, but 
having workers as educators inspires confidence in 
the programme.

Fourth, buyers and suppliers must understand that 
this is not a losing situation for them. The lead 
brands are going to gain something, because they 
now have a product that is actually responding to 
consumer demand. That will give them more con-
sumers, not less. In turn, suppliers can be confident 
going forward that they will continue being able to 
sell their products. 

Finally, mechanisms have to be in place to con-
sistently monitor and enforce rights in the place 
of work. When abuses are found, there need to be 
consequences for that behaviour. Workers have to be 
able to see that the person who committed abuses 
was fired for doing so. That gives them trust in the 
programme, and makes it more likely that they will 
also report abuse. This is the key to making it work. 

Theresa Haas & 
Penelope Kyritsis
Penelope: The prevailing corporate response to 
addressing labour exploitation in global supply 
chains over the past 20 years has been a boom in 
corporate social responsibility schemes, including 
social auditing and certification schemes. The ma-
jor flaw of these programmes is that they are typi-
cally voluntary and lack enforcement. There are no 
consequences for failing to comply with standards. 
That makes standards without enforcement pro-
grammes little more than Band-aids, obscuring 
how downward price pressures create exploitative 
conditions in the first place. 
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Theresa: I would also note that ‘multi-stakeholder 
initiatives’ – e.g. the Forest Stewardship Council or 
the Rainforest Alliance – are sort of like round tables 
for civil society, brands, suppliers, and some types of 
government. Everybody supposedly comes together 
in dialogue and talks about how to fix the problem.

The fundamental flaw in those schemes is that they 
do not include or represent a fundamental shift in 
power. There is a significant imbalance of power 
between workers at the bottom of the supply chain 
and brands at the top of the supply chain. And 
unless you have legally binding agreements with 
mandated enforcement you’re not fundamentally 
shifting power. 

WSR is fundamentally about shifting power. It’s 
about shifting power, resources, and control from 
the entities at the top to the workers at the bottom 

in ways that legally obligate companies to prioritise 
the needs and rights of workers. There is currently 
a lot of pressure on companies to produce products 
in ways that are ethical and responsible. It’s some-
thing consumers seem to want and investors seem 
to want. Fair trade doesn’t do it. Rainforest certifi-
cation doesn’t do it. Currently WSR is the only way 
in global supply chains to do that. 

And the reality is that any company that is not cur-
rently implementing a WSR programme in its sup-
ply chain is at very significant risk of having deeply 
embarrassing labour issues in their supply chains 
exposed. All the way up to slavery and trafficking. 
Yet companies have obviously made the calculation 
that they would rather do the thing that is cheaper 
and easier than the programme that actually protects 
workers and also protects the brand’s reputation.

Reading through the responses, there’s a noticeable 
split between those saying, ‘here’s what we’re working 
on, and we just need to keep working on it’, and those 
saying, ‘we really need to shake this up’. I focus a lot 
on questions of disruptive potential, and I do won-
der how much is actually possible when we all seem 
to drift – whether it’s through funding pressures or 
otherwise – into the dominance of multi-stakehold-
er initiatives, public partnerships, and other schemes 
where business maintains a strong presence.

I totally understand why we want business at the ta-
ble. But it becomes very easy to forget that manage-
ment and the capital they serve are not cooperatives 
and collectives. These are for-profit corporations 
who see work and workers as inputs. They are not 
necessarily looking for ways to have that input talk 
back to them. While we should continue to engage 
in partnerships, we need to remain cautious and 
with eyes wide open.

If the potential for disruption is currently limited, 
then it’s worth considering changing the playing field 
to make better use of those old techniques champi-
oned by the first group. I grew up on a ranch, and 
I learned that the only way to stop a herd of cows 
walking away is to put some strategically placed 
fences in their way. With the right fences, you can get 
them going wherever you need to them to go.

Industry has done a very good job of removing all 
fences on their behaviour. Whether it’s by jumping 
the restrictions, or by whittling down enforcement 
in labour inspections, or what have you, they have 
made it so that they can just evade responsibility. 
Then, when we come in and say, ‘we want better 
work, we want unions, we want all of these things’, 
they walk right around us. We need the structures 
and intervention patterns in place that force them 
onto a fairer path.

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

Change the rules, not the game 
Luis C.deBaca
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There is a lot of debate around whether WSR is 
good for business or not. I think it ultimately is 
good for business, but I don’t think that really mat-
ters. I don’t think any company decides to do WSR 
because they’ve taken a hard look at what the right 
thing to do is. They do it because they face massive 
pressure from consumers, workers, and the public 
over one or more serious violations of labour rights 
in their supply chains. They feel that this is what 
they have to do in order to protect their reputa-
tion. I don’t think there’s any brand that has inde-
pendently looked at WSR and decided that it was 
an attractive business opportunity.

Emily Kenway
My previous work at ShareAction and at the Living 
Wage Foundation focused on investment and con-
sumer strategies to address corporate responsibility 
issues. I think both are problematic. They can win 
marginal gains, but overall the war is still being lost 
and such strategies may actually distract us from 
that fact.

Responsible investment programmes at big in-
vestment houses have analysts who focus on the 
environmental, social, and governance risks of 
companies, and then engagement teams who talk 
to the companies about those things. You can win 
changes by engaging with those teams; ShareAction 

has done so plenty of times. However, responsible 
investment will always clash with the drive for prof-
it and maximisation of share value which is legally 
and culturally bound into this sector.

Take labour exploitation in supply chains. Invest-
ment managers may tell their companies that they 
need to have an ethical supplier code of conduct in 
place about how suppliers’ should treat workers. 
What you’re less likely to find is them saying that 
companies need to change their purchasing prac-
tices, because the prices they offer bind suppliers 
into paying poverty wages and using labour that 
may have been trafficked. Likewise, you won’t find 
investors promoting union recognition despite it 
being key to protecting labour rights. Fundamen-
tally, investors are on the side of capital, not labour, 
and so investment strategies target the softer and 
weaker things. They feel nice and sound nice, and 
they will probably make a small amount of dif-
ference. But such strategies will never achieve far 
reaching, systemic, rights-oriented change.

I have less time for ethical consumerism. Obvious-
ly, it will only ever be applicable to a small and priv-
ileged segment of the economy because it comes 
with a price premium. It’s also based on certain 
signals, such as the stamps you see on packaging. 
That’s how we know that it is better to buy this tea 
than that tea. But when we look under the hood of 
those certifications, they don’t necessarily look like 
they are doing what we would hope.

A new report out from the Sheffield Political Econo-
my Research Institute found that labour conditions 
on tea and cocoa plantations were relatively similar 
for those in certified supply chains and those which 
were not. Some of the worst abuses were actually 
found on plantations producing certified products. 
No one wants to have a go at these certifications, 
but we really need to call them out if they’re not 
working. Their shortcomings make the whole idea 
of ethical consumerism quite difficult.

We also have to ask ourselves about the principles 
underlying the approach. We are living in a world 

“Campaigns or certifications 
like ‘fair trade’ exist to attract 
customers and increase 
market share.”

— Reema Nanavaty
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that places the market at the heart of things, and 
strategies like ethical consumerism inherently place 
the responsibility on individuals. That is a neoliber-
al approach to responsibility. We need to question 
whether that’s something we want to promote, or 
whether actually we need legislative and regulato-
ry mechanisms which place responsibility on the 
companies themselves, making labour rights, envi-
ronmental impacts and so on a core requirement 
for their business models.

Reema Nanavaty
I do not think these campaigns are at all effective. 
Companies use these opportunities to show how 
they are working with a cotton farmer, or with a 
poor producer. But in reality I do not believe they 
want to distribute any part of their profit to those 
end producers. It’s not that they fail in their efforts. 
It’s only a question of pass or fail when they at-
tempt. I don’t think there is an attempt at all by the 
tops of global supply chains to engage directly with 
the end producers.

Campaigns or certifications like ‘fair trade’ exist to 
attract customers and increase market share. They 
are used to convey to the customer that a compa-
ny believes in fair trade or that a product was pro-
duced in fair ways. But what is the guarantee for 
that? Corporations say that they do audits, but do 
they ensure that the minimum wage is met? Do 
they ensure that the farmers who grow the cotton 
or the spices get the minimum support price? Do 
they have access to childcare or healthcare services?

In my work I have not observed them doing this at 
all, so it seems that poor and informal sector work-
ers are being commodified for use in sales and mar-
keting. This is so unfortunate. 

Elizabeth Tang
When I was at the Confederation of Trade Unions 
we had very little involvement with such cam-
paigns. They are more popular in the West, and 
there they are more successful.

One time I participated in a project to monitor a 
supplier of a major retailer in China. It was a great 
project. All the stakeholders were cooperative: the 
retailer, the supplier, our partner at the Ethical 
Trading Initiative, the British Trade Unions Con-
gress. We succeeded in checking on working condi-
tions, we even set up workers’ committees. It went 
perfectly. We were so successful that the factory 
owner actually closed down the factory. He opened 
a new production line in the southwest of China, 
which was far enough away that nobody was both-
ered to monitor it.

I don’t object to companies trying to do these 
projects, but they are incredibly challenging. For 
me, I will focus all my limited power on building 
workers’ power and building my organisation. That 
is also hard, but I see progress. As a trade union 
movement leader I always feel that we have never 
done enough. We need to do more ourselves. We 
cannot expect our employers to change.

More useful in my opinion would be if the groups 
that support workers’ rights – the funders – better 
understood how crucial it is to invest more in organ-
isation building and movement building. It’s neces-
sary to invest in campaigns as well, obviously, but be-
fore that we need the capacity. We are currently very 
weak. But once we reach the levels of membership 
we need and have the leaders in place, we will know 
what to do. Unfortunately, lots of people only want 
to invest in the last step: fix this problem, change that 
policy. But they don’t realise that the first half, the 
work that enables us to have the capacity to take that 
last step, hasn’t been done yet. Investing only in the 
last step can consume large amounts of resources, 
but it will be less likely to succeed.

Alison Tate
Ethical investment, ethical consumption, and ethi-
cal trade programmes have been going on for dec-
ades. They’ve been really important for raising the 
awareness of consumers, workers, and businesses 
about the ethics involved in production, trade, and 
consumption. They’ve played a really important 
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role in promoting the concept of worker’s welfare, if 
not worker’s rights.

The limit to those programmes is that they’re all 
voluntary initiatives. They’re about standards that 
are applied in particular companies. For example, 
in the way in which buyers engage with their sup-
pliers. That has been really important, and contin-
ues to be important to ensure an understanding 
that fairness and decency should be a part of the 
trading relationship. That it’s not just a financial 
transaction, but there are social consequences and 
social responsibilities involved.

That said, we will only see real change when com-
panies and investors really take on their responsi-
bilities around ensuring decent work. That means 
ensuring that, no matter in which country or under 
which legal system, the company’s profit has been 
derived while respecting fundamental labour and 
human rights.

For investors, engaging with the companies in 
which they invest is not just about asking whether 
forced labour exists in a particular company’s op-
erations or supply chain. It is about asking what is 
being done about it when it’s found. And if it’s not 
being found, is the company looking hard enough? 
Investors need to demand that companies set up 
rigorous due diligence processes and provide work-

ers with a voice in that process, and a mechanism 
for reporting grievances and seeking remedy.

We’re working with the union trustees of pension 
funds to help encourage that process. Pension funds 
are one of the big investors of the world. They rep-
resent $30 trillion in the global economy, as own-
ers of workers’ capital, meaning that they are the 
stewards of the money contributed by workers to 
pension systems from their pay, as deferred wages.

Pension funds decide where those assets are actual-
ly invested. Their criteria for doing that is ultimate-
ly up to them, but those looking to invest accord-
ing to ESG standards (environmental, social, and 
governance standards) must also take into account 
labour standards. That’s part of the ‘S’, and it’s upon 
those pension funds to look at the working condi-
tions of the companies in which they’re investing. 

Pension funds are ideally placed to spearhead a 
shift towards fronting working conditions as a basis 
for investing. Their aggregate capital is enormous, 
and the union representatives on their boards, as 
both representatives of workers and as caretakers 
of workers’ capital, have a direct interest that the 
working conditions and that the rights of workers 
are respected. There is a lot of potential for more 
action there.
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When I co-founded the fair labour company FSI 
Worldwide in 2006, my colleagues and I thought 
that we were in the vanguard of an ethical business 
revolution. The illegal and unethical practices of 
recruiters were well known by then, and we sensed 
that the tide was turning on the issue of workers’ 
rights in global supply chains. It seemed there was a 
growing willingness and ability on the part of gov-
ernments, businesses, and consumers to properly 
invest in better protections for vulnerable workers. 

We were wrong. 

Global corporate demand for our services, which 
seek to provide migrant workers to employers will-
ing to offer safe and protected employment, remains 
a tiny fraction of the overall market. Only a handful 
of multinational companies have been prepared to 
elevate ethical practice over rhetoric and invest in 
the services provided by companies like ours.

While we applaud the companies that have invest-
ed, it is troubling that 12 years after our founding 
we are still offering plaudits to businesses simply 
for acting within the bounds of legal and ethical 
compliance. Yet this remains the case, in large part 
because those of us working for greater corporate 
responsibility and accountability have little in the 
way of leverage. We are effectively reduced to ap-
pealing to the better angels of corporate nature. 
While some companies engage, too many others 
conclude that the financial costs of cleaning up 
their supply chains outweigh any potential benefits 
in tackling the abuse of workers. 

There are no easy or quick fixes to this problem. 

Progress will only come when we have fully ap-
preciated the scale of the challenge and identified 
effective levers for change. There have been many 
thoughtful and helpful responses to this round 
table, most of which I agree with wholeheartedly. 
The problems we face are multi-dimensional and 
require several layers of intervention. In my view 
three potential levers of change stand out.

Concerted political action: Three decades of 
neo-liberal deregulation have resulted in a transna-
tional race to the bottom on consumer price. Work-
er welfare and environmental protections have 
been sacrificed in the cause of higher shareholder 
returns. Frameworks like the United Nations Guid-
ing Principles on Business and Human Rights have 
attempted to arrest this fall, but national politicians 
generally remain either unable to meaningfully 
restrain corporate activity or choose not to do so. 
This needs to change, but no one country can do 
it in isolation. We need to see serious, multilateral 
engagement between governments in the Global 
North and the Global South to produce and ro-
bustly enforce common standards of protection for 
workers and the environment. 

Smarter laws, better enforced: There has been 
some progress – notably in the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and France – on transnation-
al corporate accountability legislation. However, 
these laws have little power to enforce standards, 
and the transparency provisions in the UK Modern 
Slavery Act 2015 are especially light touch. We need 
to see more ‘failure to prevent’ provisions that pe-
nalise inaction and shift the evidential burden onto 
companies. There is precedent for this in Section 

RESPONSE

Three ideas to stop the global race to the bottom

James Sinclair

James Sinclair is an English lawyer, academic researcher and social entrepreneur. In 2006, he co-founded FSI 
Worldwide, an award-winning ethical recruitment and management company.

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/2
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/2
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7 of the UK Bribery Act 2010, which states that a 
company is automatically liable for any bribery dis-
covered in their operation, unless they can prove 
that they had in place reasonable measures to pre-
vent such bribery. This could be applied to cases 
of modern slavery. Doing so would compel com-
panies to take much greater responsibility for the 
protection of workers in their operations.

Nudging better behaviour: The procurement prac-
tices of very large buyers can reshape how suppliers 
are treated and how they, in turn, recruit and man-
age their workers. Since governments are frequently 
very large buyers, they have the capacity, currently 
underutilised, to shift markets in ways that prioritise 
‘best value’ outcomes that incorporate human rights 
concerns over lowest cost bids. One way this could 
work is via a points system: demonstrably ethical 
companies are rewarded with better payment terms 
and procurement selection priority when it comes 

to government contracts. Companies who consist-
ently fail to demonstrate proper compliance would 
be downgraded or blacklisted from government 
contracts. A standardised system would need to be 
created and effective monitoring imposed, but these 
procedural challenges can be overcome with suffi-
cient, if currently lacking, political will.

Ultimately, we should not be facilitating competi-
tion on worker welfare. We need global minimum 
standards that are robustly enforced to create a level 
commercial playing field. This would allow ethically 
minded entrepreneurs to compete and would de-
crease the advantages currently accruing to compa-
nies engaged in a race to the bottom. This is a long 
way from the current system of deregulation, global 
corporate impunity, and fig-leaf attempts at reform. 
Yet it is possible if we are willing to disrupt en-
trenched, privileged, and powerful vested interests. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/23/contents
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Corporations have been selling ‘ethical’ products 
and services to consumers for over three decades. 
Many of these efforts have been organised under 
the banner of corporate social responsibility (CSR), 
with proponents advocating this as a means to se-
cure workers’ rights. Despite their well-document-
ed limitations and brands acknowledging the need 
for improvements, most CSR initiatives continue to 
resist the structural changes needed. They instead 
prefer to tinker around the edges of a failed model.

Most CSR programmes are designed to fail. This 
starts with their top-down approach. As a general 
rule they rely on credentialed outsiders, who have 
little to no ties to workers and their communities. 
Global brands and retailers tend to bargain hunt 
with the auditing industry as much as they do with 
their suppliers. Auditors seeking to win contracts 
are largely assessed in terms of their capacity to 
work  quickly. They usually have a set number of 
days on site and whatever they come back with be-
comes their findings. This approach has cost lives. 

RESPONSE

CSR helps hide abuse of workers’ rights until 
brands can quietly exit

Judy Gearhart

Judy Gearhart is Executive Director of the International Labor Rights Forum, a human rights organisation based in 
Washington DC that advocates for workers rights around the world.
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Factories like Ali Enterprises, Tazreen Fashions, 
and Rana Plaza had all been monitored or certi-
fied by an international code of conduct initiative 
before they suffered accidents that left over 1500 
workers dead within a year. 

CSR initiatives are based on the premise that global 
corporations are good actors, and that all will be 
well if their ethos is implemented throughout their 
supply chain. Yet if brands really are good actors, 
we would expect greater supply chain transparency 
– on both supplier locations and compliance – and 
public commitments to increase orders from good 
suppliers over time. Yet most audits are confiden-
tial and voluntary. They come with no meaningful 
role for workers and their organisations, and virtu-
ally no repercussions for the brands when workers’ 
rights are abused or their safety is put at risk. This 
enables brands to silence findings and walk away 
if the code of conduct auditors find problems too 
difficult to fix.

Socially responsible investors can help change this 
approach by asking the companies they invest in for 
more meaningful information about their supply 
chain due diligence process, especially its effective-
ness at identifying and remediating labour rights 
abuses. These are key components of the “know and 
show” benchmarks in the UN Guiding Principles on 

Business and Human Rights, now influencing the 
proliferation of national laws requiring companies 
to conduct due diligence in their supply chains.

Socially responsible investors can support these laws 
by asking companies to demonstrate their impact 
on workers’ ability to exercise their rights. The best 
way for companies to demonstrate such impact is by 
showing their support for initiatives that put workers 
front and centre. Worker-driven approaches, such as 
the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangla-
desh or the Coalition of Immokalee Workers’ Fair 
Food Program, have a demonstrated track record of 
delivering results for both workers and brands.

Albert Einstein is said to have defined insanity as do-
ing the same thing over and over again and expecting 
a different result. This famous definition accurately 
captures the current state of play as far as most CSR 
programmes are concerned. The same models get 
tried and tried again, yielding disappointing results, 
yet advocates of CSR continue to declare that the 
next time will be different. The only way that things 
will be different ‘next time’ is if there is a sustained 
investment in actually doing things differently. Do-
ing more of the same would be insane.



Question 3
What types of interventions would encourage 
business leaders and policy makers to prioritise the 
working conditions of workers? How can workers 
more effectively participate in shaping the conditions 
under which they work?
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Alejandra Ancheita
Part of the main purpose of our organisation is 
to find ways to achieve transnational justice. Our 
most successful inroad so far has been our RADAR 
programme. This eight-year-old programme seeks 
to defend the rights of Mexicans temporarily mi-
grating to the United States under the H2A/H2B 
visa programme.

The group of workers we collaborate with in Sinaloa, 
Mexico uses this scheme to work in the seafood in-
dustry in Luisiana. We saw that these workers were 
suffering from a pattern of violations that began with 
recruiters in their home community and ended on 
the seafood farms in the United States.

In response, we developed a strategy to try to pro-
tect these workers on both sides of the border. On 

the Mexican side we filed a criminal complaint 
against the recruiters for fraud. This was the first 
time recruiters were detained in Mexico, and the 
first time the authorities recovered and returned 
money to workers. 

They were, however, only part of the problem. 
These workers were already vulnerable when the 
recruiters offered them work. Poverty, a lack of op-
portunities, and violence within their own commu-
nities had made them desperate. So desperate that 
they were willing to pay money just for the promise 
of being hired.

Their vulnerability travelled with them across 
the border and was exacerbated by the H2A/H2B 
visa rules, which tie workers to a single employer. 
Employers can do whatever they want – demand 
unpaid overtime, provide sub-standard working 

I think Alejandra is very much onto something when 
she is trying to figure out how to, for lack of a bet-
ter word, work in a post-union world. I don’t want 
to ever admit that there could be such a thing, but 
the reality is that it’s hard enough being a labour or-
ganiser in the United States – in Mexico being in the 
wrong union can very much get you killed. And un-
fortunately, companies that want to dodge initiatives 
like the Fair Food Program are increasingly sourcing 
from Mexico instead of from the United States.

So in some ways protecting Mexican nationals in 
the United States means working to protect work-
ers in Mexico. Imbalances here are often created by 
conditions there. I like the idea of going after the 
recruiters, like she’s done. The United States and the 
Mexican authorities have been doing that already 
with sex trafficking rings that bridge Tlaxclala and 
Puebla to New York and Atlanta, but have not been 
as proactive on cases of  forced labour. There are 

some good possibilities with the new Tariff Act au-
thority coming on line over at  U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection (see p. 81). We have to think 
about ways to have simultaneous litigation in both 
countries, even if it is through private action as op-
posed to the government.

The idea is to create a situation where there is no-
where for an abusive grower or buyer to run. If 
you’re in the United States, you have to expect that 
the federal prosecutors or civil lawyers are going 
to come after you, and that folks like the Coalition 
of Immokalee Workers are going to be out in your 
fields organising. And if you’re on the Mexican side, 
you have to expect that folks likes Alejandra are also 
going to be out in your fields, and that your access 
to the American market will suffer when abuses are 
uncovered. Those linkages are key, and they haven’t 
been knit nearly close enough together. That’s an 
area that funders should really be looking into. 

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

How can civil rights defenders reach across borders to protect migrants?
Luis C.deBaca
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conditions, or even keep the workers in captivity – 
and get away with it. If the workers complain, the 
employer can have them deported.

For lawyers in the US, one of the main challenges in 
bringing cases is that both the primary employer and 
the end buyers have the legal excuse of saying they 
didn’t know. That allows them to evade responsibil-
ity. In response, we began to send letters of notifica-
tion documenting abuses to the primary employer 
and to other actors in the supply chain. With that 
notification nobody can say they didn’t know.

So, what we are offering is information about these 
violations. The different nodes in the supply chain 
have the opportunity to change what is happening. 
If they decide to maintain the same recruiter or to 
maintain the conditions where the violations were 
happening, these letters of notification can be used 
to prove that the primary employer and the other 
actors in the supply chain were aware of the viola-
tions. This is when we can really open up litigation.

Companies don’t want to lose money. So while a 
company might be able to hire a lot of lawyers to 
defend themselves, it’s important to understand 
that starting litigation with solid proof gives us 
an opportunity to use social responsibility mech-
anisms to our advantage. That is the moment when 
we can argue to investors that products are being 
produced with human rights violations, and that 
we can make public all these conditions. That is 
when you really can have an impact. 

Shawna Bader-Blau
There are a couple ways to respond. First, most of 
the fundamental human rights of workers that are 
abused are abused illegally – things like wage theft. 
Furthermore, the majority of people who are not 
paid the wages they are owed are women. This hap-
pens in contexts where not being paid the minimum 
wage is illegal. So, there’s a complete lack of will on 
the part of governments to enforce existing norms 
and standards. And, at best, companies turn a blind 
eye to such violations and feign ignorance.

A mass movement of people needs to expose and 
address this fundamental lawlessness. It’s like wom-
en in the #MeToo movement. We’re globally expos-
ing a lawlessness that has been going on forever, 
and we’re saying, ‘No. You can’t just do that’. It’s true 
wild west behaviour in many, many countries. Cer-
tainly in the informal economy, where there is no 
will or interest in protecting rights. You can already 
see this movement forming. Domestic workers, 
agricultural workers, construction workers, and 
others are coming together in creative and pow-
erful ways to address the lawlessness that governs 
workers’ lives. 

On the demand side, it’s important to break silos 
up. We’ve dedicated a lot of time at the Solidarity 
Center to building bridges between labour move-
ments and other social and political movements. 
There are parts of the world, such as much of Latin 
America, where that has always happened. But in a 
lot of the rest of the world it’s not common.

It’s really important that we bring together the 
feminists of the #MeToo movement with the la-
bour movements that are representing more and 
more women. There are 75 million women around 
the world in unions. These are the most powerful 
women’s rights organisations on Earth, from an 
economic standpoint.

We also need to build bridges between land rights 
and indigenous peoples movements and labour 
rights movements. So many people are expelled 
from their land by big corporations and then end 
up migrating for work, usually in lousy conditions. 
That’s intolerable. We have to bridge these kind of 
movements to make common cause. And the com-
mon cause is the reassertion of democracy.

There’s no such thing as just a consumer or a work-
er. On some level we’re all citizens. We’re owed and 
deserve fair and decent treatment, and the dignity 
of democracy. We have the right to not only come 
together in our workplaces, but to create govern-
ments that represent our interests. And that very 
question of democracy is on the table right now.
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We have the huge task of reasserting these funda-
mental rights as core to democracy and exposing 
the fact that the concentration of more and more 
wealth in fewer and fewer hands gives those few 
not only economic power, but massive political 
power. That political power is exercised increasing-
ly against the interests of the rest of us. In short, 
economic inequality is a massive democracy issue.

Anannya Bhattacharjee
We need to understand that business is not one 
monolithic thing. There is big capital and there is 
small capital. If we approach all businesses as capi-
tal, and have the same approach to all of them, then 
we won’t make the most strategic alliances.

Multinationals have huge power over their global 
production networks. They use this power to force 
producers to sign contracts that are essentially only 
beneficial to the multinationals. The margins for 
the local supplier are squeezed more and more, and 
this then affects the welfare of workers locally. As 

worker organisations we need to be aware of these 
dynamics, and make our demands logical to the 
fact that there is big capital and small capital. There 
are some things we can demand of the suppliers at 
the local level, and there are some things that can 
only be delivered by the multinationals.

Unfortunately I doubt that even business sufficient-
ly understands this. As a labour activist I can im-
agine allying with small capital to counter big capi-
tal, and thereby bring benefits to both small capital 
and labour. However, I think that business at the 
local level does not often see labour organisations 
as an ally. Small capital sees itself only as part of 
the business world. They haven’t quite understood 
or internalised the inequalities, and how in some 
cases unlikely alliances may actually be beneficial. 
If we were able to understand each other’s perspec-
tives better, and strategise together, then I think we 
could make an impact. 

National governments are turning inward. They’re 
focusing on their national competitiveness in, 

When you talk about women in the informal sec-
tor, they’re the poorest of the poor. Trade unions 
bring them together in their fight against poverty. 
They give voice, and visibility, and validity to the 
work of informal sector workers. No matter the 
caste, community, or religion we belong to, under 
SEWA we come together as people in poverty, as 
women, and as workers.

When women come together like this it gives them 
self-confidence in a tremendous way. Out in the 
world, she may have the know-how, she may have 
the skills, but she will never be perceived as a work-
er. When she experiences the camaraderie of other 

workers, she becomes more confident about her 
own knowledge and skills. That sets in motion a 
whole process of transformation, and she becomes 
better able to take charge of her life and livelihood.

This not only brings about changes in her occupa-
tion. The whole family benefits. The community 
benefits. Because she’s now much more informed, 
she’s better able to access government programmes. 
She’s able to advocate for improved work pro-
grammes. Step by step she becomes more recognised 
in her family, in her community, and in her society. 
For many women, membership in this organisation 
makes it possible for them to become leaders.

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

Why is it important that the Self-Employed Women’s Association is a women’s 
organisation as well as an informal workers’ organisation?
Reema Nanavaty
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I would say, a short-sighted way. Governments 
do not think about their regions collaboratively. 
For example, as the Asia Floor Wage Alliance, we 
brought Asian labour into alignment on the issue of 
a living wage in Asia. We understand that workers 
in different countries are being divided against each 
other by making some labour cheaper than others.

National governments could do something similar. 
It would require governments to come together, 
just one government acting alone would not work. 
There are some existing regional alliances out there, 
of course, but they are not as dynamic or coopera-
tive as one would like. They’re split on various lev-
els: politically, historically, etc. We are not seeing 
enlightened governments at this point, which is 
extremely unfortunate. Government’s policies are 
nowhere near understanding the need for regional 
cooperation towards global capital. 

Luis C.deBaca
I certainly don’t want to hope for tragedies, but I 
think that you have to make tragedies mean some-
thing. In the United States it was the combination 
of Thai workers locked in a factory in El Monte, 
California and deaf Mexican street peddlers in New 
York that horrified people enough to allow us to get 
the Trafficking Victims Protection Act through. For 
the international community it was how horrified 
they were that women were being auctioned off in 
the Balkans. 

If it wasn’t for the cockle pickers in Morecambe Bay 
we wouldn’t have a slavery way of dealing with hu-
man trafficking in the UK. I would rather go back 
in time and have 23 live Chinese workers make it 
back to the sand that day. But not being able to do 
that, I’m going to make sure that their deaths don’t 
go in vain and that we spread that slavery theory 
across the entire Commonwealth.

Unfortunately, I think that it does take that sort of 
tragedy. People don’t seem to care about baseline 
worker exploitation. In the Clinton administra-
tion, we took the most horrible things of El Monte 

and the deaf Mexican case and we turned it into 
the worker exploitation task force. That created a 
bunch of ways in which we could improve labour 
enforcement apart from criminal enforcement. Un-
fortunately, those other methods dropped away af-
ter George Bush became president and we returned 
to relying on criminal prosecutions.

The bigger point there is that prosecution, while it 
shouldn’t be the only tool, has a definite role. The 
success of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers 
(CIW) in driving change in Florida tomato fields 
comes from being a worker-driven group rather 
than waiting for the government to bring improve-

In cases of sexual assault, for example, or even ex-
treme cases of slavery, law enforcement still con-
tinues to play a critical role. With those kinds of 
extreme crimes we can’t rely solely on resolution 
within a worker-driven social responsibility (WSR) 
programme. That results in someone being fired, 
but crimes of that magnitude need to go to court. 
They need to be prosecuted. So, even as the WSR 
model helps prevent those types of crimes from 
happening, we need law enforcement and the jus-
tice system to continue functioning alongside us 
for when problems occur.

The good news is that with WSR there are fewer 
crimes to investigate. Preventing abuses from hap-
pening is our principle goal, and we know that rates 
have gone way down. But there’s still a lot of work 
to do. We continue to receive complaints about 
problems occurring outside of the Fair Food Pro-
gram, and in those moments our relationships with 
law enforcement are critical. We need to be able to 
refer outside cases, where we don’t have the same 
power as we do within the programme, to law en-
forcement when we receive those calls.

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

How does the Coalition of Immokalee 
Workers see its relationship with law 
enforcement?
Lupe Gonzalo
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ments, but at key times it was the fact of actual en-
forcement that had a big impact on the growers.

The predator being out there in the forest – in this 
case the government – has a focusing effect. I think 
CIW has been very good at saying, ‘WSR, as we do 
it, might make you uncomfortable. But it’s not gon-
na make you nearly as uncomfortable as having the 
FBI go through your stuff ’. To do that you have to 
have an FBI that will actually go through their file 
cabinets. We have that in the United States, but a 
lot of other countries don’t. Critics of the US Traf-
ficking In Persons Report often accuse us of being 
fixated on prosecutions. Our response is that we’re 
actually not fixated on prosecutions. But we know 
that if there are no prosecutors on this, and there’s 
no real reason for the companies to worry, they’re 
not going to worry. 

To me, the thing that makes it possible to have 
worker-led social responsibility is the prospect of a 
boss going to jail. A boss going to jail, or shipping 
containers sitting in an impound lot, is a very good 
way to incentivise a company to pick up the phone 
and call the workers.

Han Dongfang
As noted in the previous question, the most effec-
tive way for workers to participate in shaping the 
conditions under which they work is by organ-
ising in the workplace and engaging in collective 
bargaining with their employer. Even in China, 

one of the worst countries for workers’ rights vio-
lations, we have seen numerous examples of work-
ers with a common grievance coming together and 
taking strategic and thought-out collective action 
to force their employer to the bargaining table. It 
is not only CSR organisations and the media who 
can improve workers’ rights, but also workers tak-
ing the initiative. Worker organising is obviously a 
time-consuming process, but the results are solid. 
The strength gained by the workers also stays with 
them. It doesn’t vanish as soon as the media spot-
light switches to another subject.

Isolated collective bargaining experiences cannot 
be sustained and are difficult to replicate if there 
is no trade union representation. Our experience 
in China highlights how important trade union 
representation is to successfully pushing through 

worker initiatives, even in a country where work-
er-led trade unions are still a sensitive topic. Our 
experience in India shows that workplace collective 
bargaining is the strongest tie linking trade unions 
and workers, and is therefore able to create a long 
term and sustainable solution to the protection of 
workers’ rights.

Lupe Gonzalo
With business leaders, it is important to point out 
that it is getting increasingly difficult for companies 
to hide abuse because of increasing levels of trans-
parency worldwide. When abuse happens, even in 

“To me, the thing that makes it possible to have worker-led 
social responsibility is the prospect of a boss going to jail.”

— Luis C.deBaca
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far away places, we find out about it. That’s different 
than 15 or 20 years ago. Consumers can now inform 
themselves about actual conditions on the ground.

A good example of how this can work is what we’ve 
done recently with the fast food company Wendy’s. 
We spent years working on a public campaign to 
educate consumers about the conditions in their 
supply chain in Mexico. We pushed really hard to 
convey the reality despite what Wendy’s was saying. 
We combined that with action steps. We were not 
only telling consumers what was happening, but we 
gave them ways to help. That combination of edu-
cating people and telling them what to do about it 
really allowed us to make real change.

The United States isn’t a good example when it 
comes to reaching policy makers. Farm workers 
and domestic workers have been excluded from 
federal protections since at least the 1930s. At the 
same time, any politician who knows anything un-
derstands that the migrant work force is a funda-
mental part of the foundation of the economy of 
this country. Whether it’s in hotels, or restaurants, 
or agricultural fields, we are a part of this economy.

We really have to be talking about how to protect 
the basic human rights of workers in those jobs. 
To get there politicians need to recognise that eco-
nomic contribution, but they also need to see the 
faces and the families of the workers who are doing 
these jobs. That means that we as people need to 
show that to them. We need to show that we ex-
ist, and that as immigrants we’re doing our part to 
move the whole country forward. If we hide our-
selves no one will ever see us. We have to be willing 
to go out in public to tell our stories. I hope that in 
the future that can lead to change.

Theresa Haas & 
Penelope Kyritsis
Penelope: I don’t see any reason why WSR can’t be 
a policy maker’s project. The principles are simple. 
The only barrier I see is finding the right incentive.

Theresa: There’s quite often a number of levers that 
policy makers have to either provide preferences, or 
block non-WSR participating entities from being 
able to engage in business. There’s no reason why 
policy makers couldn’t require suppliers for public 
procurement to prioritise or exclusively source from 
WSR programmes. The same goes for government 
contractors. Sometimes private developers have to 
get certain government permits in order to build 
properties. You could have a system through which 
policy makers require developers to participate in 
WSR programmes in order to get the permits. 

The bigger issue is about incentivising policy mak-
ers to want to make those changes. That’s hard, 
because policy makers are deeply influenced by 
business. I think that business, in many ways, con-
strains policy makers from enacting stricter laws 
and regulations for workers engaged in any kind of 
production for public purposes. So a big part of the 
change does need to happen at the level of the busi-
nesses and the brands. 

Emily Kenway
For policy makers, one of the things that does 
work is involving business voices in the lobbying 
effort. Unlikely coalitions of corporate, trade, and 
civil society organisations do work. Take the 2015 
UK Modern Slavery Act. Section 54 on transpar-
ency in supply chains, weak as it is, exists in part 
because corporate and investor voices pushed for 
it. Policymakers listen to businesses and you can’t 
ignore that fact. You have to find a reason why a 
policy shift would be in the interests of business as 
well. Part of this is remembering that businesses 
are made up of people. Who they are can be very 
important. Take the UK Living Wage accreditation. 
In cases where campaigners won very large compa-
nies over to this wage rate, it was often because they 
found an internal champion within the company 
who understands it and wants to do it.

The other tactic that should be used more often is 
targeting public procurement. Like companies, gov-
ernment also has to consider the reputational risk 
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of its business-style activities, i.e. the products and 
services it buys. Particularly the current UK govern-
ment which has a prime minister who seems to want 
to make anti-slavery her moral legacy. Campaigners 
could leverage that and push for deep action with 
actual teeth if they could demonstrate that there is 
child and slave labour in the government’s own sup-
ply chains. That’s not impossible to demonstrate.

And while transparency is what uncovers that sort 
of thing, we need to be wary of putting too much 
faith in it alone. Transparency has become an end 
in itself, but it is only a means. We need to ask how 
it is affecting or improving labour rights at the 
bottom of a supply chain. We shouldn’t applaud 
companies for mapping the first tier of their supply 
chains. That’s really not the point. For transparen-
cy to be effective, you use it to first bring issues to 
light. Then you act to structurally alter the possibil-
ity for those same issues to arise again.

It’s quite clear from companies’ modern slavery 
statements that this is not happening. The vast ma-
jority of even the better ones focus on output ac-
tivities. They’ve trained x number of staff or run an 
educational workshop for y number of suppliers. 
But they are not focusing on outcomes. What has 
actually changed? What means this issue isn’t going 
to happen again? They’re missing that part of it.

I actually think they are missing that part of it 
– they are stuck at outputs and can’t fathom out-
comes. Most of the time when I meet with super-
markets I mention the Fair Food Program, just to 
see if people have heard of it. They should have, 
because it is one of the best examples of worker-led 
labour rights change out there today. But they usu-
ally haven’t. They’re missing those links and ideas. 
There is a lot of work for activists, civil society or-
ganisations, and trade unions to do in terms of pro-
viding alternative models to them.

Reema Nanavaty
The primary and most effective route is to organise 
informal sector workers. This gives them a collective 

strength. Their voice is heard. Their work gets visibil-
ity. For that to succeed, one has to work on capacity 
building for both leadership and management. If I, 
as an informal worker, know where the product that 
I’m embroidering goes to, what the finished product 
is, and what the sale price is, I have a much stronger 
base from which to work. That’s why our organisa-
tion invests a lot in members’ education.

We also work on setting up real alternatives for in-
formal sector workers, because having alternatives 
increases their bargaining power. For example, we 
have set up a company run by garment and textile 
workers. It’s grown to include over 15,000 artisans 
and garment workers and provides an alternative to 
other employers. We have also set up a company of 
small farmers, which has now managed to create its 
own rural distribution network and supply chain. 

For almost a decade we have worked to organise 
home workers and small farmers in neighbour-
ing countries as well. It’s a long process, and many 
barriers stand in our way. Our focus is on women 
to women integration: bringing women producers 
together with women producers across the borders 
of different countries. To help with this process we 
have set up what we call SABAHs – SAARC Business 
Associations of Home-based Workers. It is through 
these different SABAHs that we have begun to de-
velop our own, independent national supply chains. 
We’re now trying to find ways to get these supply 
chains to interact with each other and to integrate 
regionally as well. It’s a relatively new project that can 
only grow at the pace of its members, but it’s gradual-
ly moving in a constructive way.

We have also experimented with other tools like 
model contracts, but they haven’t been picked up 
very much in India. There is no government reg-
ulation that mandates supplier firms to enter into 
formal contracts. Employers thus remain very foot-
loose. Today they work with the processors, or gin-
ners, or spinners of India, but tomorrow they may 
ship the entire operation to southeast Asia, Bangla-
desh, or Africa.
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One reason why such regulation doesn’t exist is 
because India has yet to ratify the 1996 ILO Home 
Work Convention. We campaigned for more than 10 
years to have that created, but until they ratify the 
convention the government will not make a policy.

Elizabeth Tang
This is also our question. I used to organise all 
types of workers, and now I only organise domes-
tic workers. I see the difference in terms of how to 
build power.

For other types of workers you focus on building 
your membership, your internal strength, so that 
you can strike. I once organised local Coca-Cola 
workers for a wage increase. We had a single target: 
the Coca-Cola factory and employer. We were able 
to mobilise workers to go on strike, and we were 
able to build up an image that everybody could get 
behind. It was easy.

In the case of domestic workers it is much trickier. 
There isn’t a single employer, there are many. They 
are ordinary people. Nice people. Also poor people. 
So if we target our employers, we are also target-
ing the community. I’m convinced that getting the 
public at large to understand us is the key to suc-
cess. It’s harder, because it really involves a change 
in attitudes and a change in the value system of the 
population. We need to shift how people look at 
domestic work. How people look at women. How 
people look at migrants. We need to shift people’s 
mindsets so that they begin to understand the value 
of our contribution.

Targeting policy makers is something we have to 
invest much more in. It’s very hard in the begin-
ning. Activists and trade unionists commonly and 
mistakenly take for granted that people know what 
they know. Unfortunately our world is not like this. 
If people are not in your world they really don’t 
know your world. People turn their faces away and 
don’t want to listen. But once you find the opportu-
nity to start talking and people begin to hear you, 
things start to change.

We’ve had many successful experiences on this. 
Here in Hong Kong we recently had a legislator ad-
vocate for revisions to our human trafficking law. 
It’s outdated and focuses only on preventing sexual 
exploitation. It has taken us years, but there are now 
a few parliament members who understand that 
exploitation of migrant domestic workers is much 
more common in Hong Kong than of sex workers.

For migrant workers, it is important to lobby law-
makers in both the country of origin and the coun-
try of destination. Most of our members spend 
probably 80% of their energy on the country of 
origin. Lobbying the destination country can seem 
much harder, yet it is as important. In places like 
Hong Kong domestic workers are indispensable. 
That gives them bargaining power. They first have 
to understand this, and then they have to have local 
support to act on it.

Alison Tate
It’s an interesting question to answer, because this 
really depends on how you see the power dynam-
ics between these different political and financial 
institutions. There are the policy makers within a 
government; inter-governmental groups the like 
G20; international financial institutions like the 
World Bank or the International Monetary Fund 
that both provide access to capital and dispense 
policy prescriptions; and powerful business leaders 
at the head of some of the largest financial entities 
on the planet.

It’s important to remember that organised labour 
is an actor as well. An important way to counter-
act these other forces is by building workers’ power. 
It’s really important. That means ensuring labour 
market institutions that deliver justice. That labour 
courts are there to ensure good laws and social pro-
tection measures. That rights are actually enforced. 
That labour inspections work. And that the finan-
cial system is working to the benefit of workers. 
Building these up requires not just good policy, but 
also political will.
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I think many democratic governments around the 
world are absconding from their responsibility to 
intervene and make sure that these systems work. 
Governments are either withdrawing from that re-
sponsibility, or not living up to it. 

Very few governments are living up to their respon-
sibilities in tackling the kinds of fast-paced devel-
opments that we see. When people talk about the 
future of work and about the fourth industrial revo-
lution there’s a lot of fear because of the uncertainty 
about how quickly those changes are happening in 
the world of work. But there is also a lack of trust 
that governments are not living up to their demo-
cratic responsibilities. 

We are in a moment of intersecting global crises: of 
unemployment, underemployment, inequality, of 
poverty and of climate. Of course people are taking 
on these challenges in all kinds of creative ways. Not 
only in the formal economy, but informal work-
ers are also organising into associations and into 

unions. There are huge numbers of workers who 
have been excluded from traditional structures, 
including from trade unions, because their work 
is informal. Domestic workers have formed unions 
and global networks. Great examples are in South 
Africa, the Dominican Republic, and India. This is 
also happening in countries like Sweden, Norway 
and Denmark, where freelance workers are coming 
together through platform-based organising. They 
are participating and collectively seeking to access 
the protections long afforded to formal unions.

Many companies also understand that they need to 
really look at their own practices. Sometimes the 
route to that realisation is indirect, such as the need 
to address climate action. Some companies are 
now working with workers to design employment 
plans that go along with carbon emission reduction 
plans. Changes like that provide new opportunities 
for unions to organise, to negotiate, and to bargain 
collectively around those conditions.
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For us at GAATW, trafficking has always been an 
issue of labour and labour migration. Our efforts to 
challenge exploitation and trafficking must there-
fore be grounded in a deep understanding of the 
world of work. This means taking stock of how and 
why work has changed globally, identifying the spe-
cificities of each sector, and finding ways to enable 
workers to organise and build alliances. 

It has long been clear that trafficking, exploitation, 
and labour rights violations occur in sectors where 
women, often migrants or of lower socio-economic 
status, work. These sectors include domestic work, 
the sex industry, the garment industry, and agri-
culture. Each of these comes with particular con-
ditions that enable abuse and exploitation. Domes-
tic work takes place in private homes. Sex work is 
criminalised and highly stigmatised in most coun-
tries. Agriculture and the garment sector are rarely 
monitored effectively.

We also know that the experiences of women 
who have been trafficked or exploited in these 
sectors tend to be very similar. They endure long 
working hours, unfair wage deductions, physical, 
psychological, verbal or sexual abuse, control on 
their movement, confiscation of documents, and 
so on. The strategies that can reduce exploitation 
in these sectors are very similar too: stronger and 
better enforced labour regulations; oversight and 
accountability of employers; firewalls between la-
bour inspections and immigration; and the ability 
of workers to organise and bargain collectively. 

Despite these common experiences and challenges, 
there remains a tendency towards fragmentation 
– or siloing – of the efforts of different groups that 
support women working in these sectors. Many an-
ti-trafficking organisations view trafficking from a 
criminal justice perspective, and some continue to 
employ a harmful “raid-rescue-rehabilitation” mod-
el despite extensive evidence that it does not work. 

Migrant rights groups typically exclude citizens. 
Local workers’ groups typically exclude migrants. 
Trade unions tend to be male-dominated. Many do 
not allow migrants to join or lead them, and usually 
exclude informal workers. All of these groups can 
and have been hostile to sex workers. And domestic 
worker organisations and sex worker organisations 
don’t often talk to each other, despite the fact that 
many women move between domestic work and sex 
work or engage in both at the same time. 

Towards a united front
To address this fragmentation, GAATW organised 
a Knowledge Sharing Forum on Women, Work and 
Migration in April 2018. The participants included 
more than 60 representatives from trade unions, 
academia and NGOs, and their expertise spanned 
anti-trafficking, migrant rights, women’s rights, sex 
worker rights, and domestic worker rights. The pri-
mary aim of the forum was to share strategies for 
protecting women’s rights and reducing the risks of 
exploitation and trafficking, and to forge new alli-
ances between these diverse groups. 

RESPONSE

Beyond silos: confronting common 
challenges amongst migrants and workers

Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women

The Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women (GAATW) is a network of over 80 organisations across the world 
that work to promote the rights of migrant women and assist those who have experienced abuse and exploitation. 

http://gaatw.org/resources/publications/908-collateral-damage-the-impact-of-anti-trafficking-measures-on-human-rights-around-the-world
http://gaatw.org/events-and-news/68-gaatw-news/945-knowledge-sharing-forum-on-women-work-and-migration
http://gaatw.org/events-and-news/68-gaatw-news/945-knowledge-sharing-forum-on-women-work-and-migration
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Our discussions centred on decent work, migra-
tion, and gender-based violence in the workplace. 
They brought to light how a woman’s access to op-
portunities and knowledge and her ability to ne-
gotiate depend on her geographical location and 
social standing in the patriarchal structure. Given 
this realisation, we also focused upon the impor-
tance of cross-sectoral movement building for all 
women workers.

On the final day, participants came up with a joint 
statement on violence and harassment in the world 
of work. This was released ahead of the 107th Ses-
sion of the International Labour Conference in 
Geneva, where delegates met to deliberate on an 
international instrument to address violence and 
harassment in the world of work. 

We hope to make these forums an annual event and 
to hold them in different parts of the world. Now 
more than ever there is an urgent need for social jus-
tice movements to come together. There is a need to 
build and strengthen movements across issues and 
across sectoral and geographical borders. Civil soci-
ety organisations focusing on different issues need to 
come out of their silos and share their work. In do-
ing so, they will gain a deeper understanding of each 
other’s concerns, challenges, and successes, and find 
out where their meeting points are.

Some of this cross-movement building is already 

happening. If GAATW had not talked to migrants 
and sex workers, we would not have understood 
how anti-trafficking laws are now being used to jus-
tify border controls and other repressive policies. If 
our members had not engaged with trade unions 
such as the Self-Employed Women’s Association, 
the Asia Floor Wage Alliance, or the Internation-
al Domestic Workers Federation, they would have 
missed out on many lessons for how to unionise in-
formal workers at the grassroots level.

Quite naturally, all these different groups have dif-
ferent priorities, different strategies, and different 
opinions. But our goals are same. We all want to see 
a world free of exploitation, where people can move 
freely and are not criminalised or discriminated 
against because of their migrant status. We want to 
see a world where everyone can realise their rights. 
Above all, we want a world that is safe, secure, and 
peaceful for all. 

As this Future of Work round table has shown, the 
state of the world of work requires a coordinated 
challenge. We need to find new ways to organise 
ourselves and legitimise diverse forms of work-
er mobilisation. Anti-trafficking NGOs, women’s 
rights, migrant rights, domestic worker organisa-
tions, sex worker organisations, and trade unions 
need each other at this moment. No single group 
has the answer. No single group on their own can 
effect the change that is needed.  

http://gaatw.org/events-and-news/68-gaatw-news/949-statement-on-violence-and-harassment-in-the-world-of-work
http://gaatw.org/events-and-news/68-gaatw-news/949-statement-on-violence-and-harassment-in-the-world-of-work
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Political and public debates regarding sex work 
have intensified and crystalised into two apparently 
irreconcilable positions. On the one hand, we have 
calls for the recognition of sex work as work, with 
the primary goal being the end to criminalisation 
and legal oppression. On the other, we have the 
view that prostitution should be regarded as intrin-
sic violence against women. From this perspective 
criminalisation – and especially the criminalisation 
of clients – is an important part of larger efforts to 
disrupt, decrease, and ultimately abolish prostitu-
tion. This debate has important ramifications for 
efforts to grapple with the future of work, as oppo-
sition to the basic notion of sex work as work like 
any other continues to undercut efforts to improve 
rights and protections for sex workers. 

The abolitionist model of criminalising clients has 
recently gained considerable ground across Europe. 
France, Norway, Sweden, Ireland and Northern Ire-
land have all criminalised the purchase of sex. Israel 
and other countries are debating similar laws, and 
Spain officially announced a ‘feminist abolitionist’ 
government. Despite this negative trend, sex work-
ers continue to self-organise and formulate col-
lective demands against their precariousness and 
exploitative working conditions. By way of further 
illustration, I’d like to share three current examples 
from different European countries that demon-
strate both the breadth of sex workers’ organising 
and the obstacles they face. 

Snapshots of oppression, snapshots of 
solidarity – Autumn 2018
In September, Spanish media reported that a new 
sex worker union, Organización de Trabajadoras 
Sexuales (OTRAS), had been created and official-
ly registered by the Department of Labour. In re-
sponse, the Spanish government announced its 
decision to disband it. Pedro Sanchez, the Spanish 
president, confusingly justified this annulment on 
Twitter by saying prostitution is illegal in Spain. It’s 
not, and despite the political pressure OTRAS fol-
lowed through with the launch of their union and 
continued their project of self-organisation. 

In the United Kingdom, a grassroots campaign led 
by sex workers and allies from diverse, sex work-
er-led organisations coordinated the launch of the 
DecrimNow campaign at the fringe Labour Party 
Conference in Liverpool. British and migrant sex 
workers – both street-based and indoors – de-
nounced the impact of criminalisation, austerity 
and poverty on their living and working conditions 
and called for the Labour Party to support them as 
precarious and informal workers.

In France, sex workers recently mourned the mur-
der of Vanessa Campos, a migrant transgender sex 
worker from Peru who had worked in France for 
two years. Vanessa was killed in August 2018 by a 
group of men as they attempted to rob her client. 
For several months prior to that attack, Vanessa and 

RESPONSE

Decriminalisation and labour rights: how sex 
workers are organising for legal reforms and 
socio-economic justice

Luca Stevenson

Luca Stevenson is the Coordinator of the International Committee on the Rights of Sex Workers in Europe (ICRSE), 
a network of more than 100 organisations led by and/or working with sex workers in Europe and Central Asia.
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her colleagues had tried to report these aggressors 
to the police. They were ignored. The apathy and 
silence of the political class was denounced by sex 
workers and trans organisations such as STRASS 
and ACCEPTESS-T through demonstrations, vig-
ils, and articles. Sex workers and allies had previ-
ously warned of the dangerous implications of the 
2016 French law criminalising the purchase of sex, 
which has increased the vulnerability and precarity 
of sex workers and forced them to work in more 
dangerous areas.

Her murder sparked a wave of global protests from 
Amsterdam to Bogotá. In each city, sex workers 
and their allies stood in solidarity with sex workers 
in France whilst also linking Vanessa’s murder to 
local struggles against racism, transphobia, police 
harassment, and violence against sex workers. 

Demands for a better future
Taken together, these three examples provide vis-
ible and concrete examples of the ongoing self-or-
ganisation of sex workers as workers and their unit-
ed and unequivocal demands for decriminalisation, 
labour rights, and human rights. Sex workers are 
also calling for: justice for all in their community; 
documentation and the right to work for all mi-
grant workers; an end to transphobia and greater 

access to education and other forms of economic 
activity for trans people; reform of the welfare state; 
and an end to austerity. While the call for decrimi-
nalisation captures the headlines, it should be clear 
that there is much more going on here.

The European network for sex workers’ rights, 
ICRSE, supports and amplifies the voices of sex 
workers in Europe. It also develops resources that 
analyse exploitation in the sex industry and vio-
lations of sex workers’ rights. Over the next two 
years, thanks to the support of the Oak Founda-
tion, ICRSE will coordinate a project aiming at sup-
porting migrant sex workers to tackle exploitation 
and trafficking in the sex industry in partnership 
with several of our member groups. The project is 
a response to the continued criminalisation of mi-
gration and sex work, and to the negative effects 
of increasingly repressive ‘security measures’ on 
migrant sex workers. Sex workers aren’t unique in 
this struggle. Precarious workers everywhere face 
similar types of challenges, and the voices and ex-
periences of sex workers can contribute greatly to 
larger campaigns for greater rights and protections 
for all workers and migrants. Greater solidarity be-
tween migrant and labour organisations and the 
sex workers’ movement is the future. 



Question 4
“The mobility of global capital allows firms to easily 
move operations across borders in search of cheaper 
labor or more favourable tax or regulatory systems. 
Therefore, if one country raises labor standards, it risks 
the loss of business, investment and jobs to another” 
(Ford Foundation, 2018). What needs to happen in 
business, politics, or organising in response to this 
race to the bottom?
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Alejandra Ancheita
It’s a very interesting question. One answer is to 
better explore how unions, which are still very 
much attached to national contexts, can develop 
effective alliances with other unions in other coun-
tries. There are some global unions, but not many.

My friends from the unions are going to hate me, 
but it is important to remember that worker organ-
isation doesn’t necessarily have to go through tra-
ditional unions. What is important is that they are 
organised. Only the collective power of workers has 
the possibility to balance the power relationships 
between the workers and the corporations. 

We also need to keep working with our govern-
ments. We need to keep demanding that govern-
ments meet their obligation to protect national 
laws that give labour rights to the workers, and that 
strong judiciary systems enforce those rights. We 
also need to think creatively about how to utilise 
other types of initiatives to our advantage. For ex-
ample, many countries have national action plans. 
How we can develop a new round of national ac-
tion plans that actually have teeth when it comes 
to labour protections? There are many possibilities.

Shawna Bader-Blau
It has to start with all of us on the activist and or-
ganising side being really clear that the pursuit of 
profit at all costs is unsustainable. We need to be 
able to articulate that, give examples why, and then 
create a common mission for addressing that in-
centive structure. The uncontrollable, unmitigated, 
unfettered pursuit of profits is not something that 
God ordained. It is something that men have cre-
ated. It was made by people and can be unmade by 
people. Every right that has ever been created or 
established came through organisation, advocacy, 
and struggle. We can make these kind of changes. 
They might be big, major-scale changes, but they 
can happen because of social organisation of people 
with common vision. 

There are, of course, also smaller interventions. 
The implications of the Accord on Fire and Build-
ing Safety in Bangladesh are massive in terms of 
opening up the realm of the possible for corporate 
governance. At the same time, in comparison to the 
size of the garment industry the accord is small. So 
it’s an effort that we should be, and are, working 
collectively to try to replicate in different forms. 

The accord is a negotiated agreement between 
workers and employers, which is akin to collective 
bargaining. It is completely replicable, scalable, im-
plementable, and is built on the back of a 100-year 
history of trade unions and labour organisation. 
The reason such agreements are rare isn’t because 
collective bargaining is some old thing that no 
longer works. It is because the systems that allowed 
workers to collectively bargain and have a say in 
their wages and working conditions have been fun-
damentally dismantled. But the model works. We 
need to reassert that and not be afraid to say that, 
especially in the context of the future of work.

The future isn’t magically going to be a nice place, a 
nice time, because all this lovely technology exists 
and people can just sit around and receive salaries 
from the banks. All the same disenfranchisement 
that exists now very likely will exist on steroids in 
the future if we don’t reassert democracy and dem-
ocratic control over economies.

So there are big movements and smaller efforts. 
Both should seek to change the incentive structure 
through the reassertion of democracy. You do this 
through social movement activism and organising, 
and by replicating models of corporate accounta-
bility and corporate citizenship that work. The ones 
that work are negotiated with beneficiaries. They’re 
not imposed by a company.

Anannya Bhattacharjee
When you have a situation where the government 
is not enlightened enough to take on these issues, 
there’s a lot of work to be done to raise their aware-
ness of the problem. I think it’s something one can 
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attempt, but it’s not being attempted a lot. We do 
some small experiments here and there, but on the 
whole it’s not something that has been prioritised.

What we really need is a movement of people to fi-
nally upend the status quo. The movement has to be 
built by all of us who are in the labour rights, human 
rights, women’s rights, and migrants’ rights move-
ments. And by those who live in the headquarters 
of global capital as citizens and consumers. This is 
the only solution I see right now. We need to build 
a movement of people to hold capital accountable. 

There are some indicators that things are changing. 
The International Labour Organisation has defi-
nitely been able to organise spaces to begin some of 
these discussions. In 2016 it held its first tripartite 
discussion on regulating global supply chains. Last 
year the discussion was on migration.

This year it was on gender-based violence. These 
discussions are being had, but it’s not going to be 
an easy road. The employer lobby is really refusing 
to take responsibility, even though their position is 
becoming more and more unattainable.

Luis C.deBaca
This is why we recently changed the Tariff Act in the 
United States. This act from the 1930s, among oth-
er things, prevented the importation of slave-made 
goods. However, it came with something called the 
‘consumptive demand exception’. This allowed prod-
ucts to be imported, regardless of whether slave 
labour was involved in their production, if no one 
in the US was producing them. Its original purpose 
was to secure the flow of certain, strategically im-
portant goods, such as rubber, and was predicated 
on the idea that most things were still being made 
in the US. Now, in the globalised economy, almost 
everything is made somewhere else.

We were finally able to get Congress to get rid of the 
consumptive demand exception. Now, we’re able to 
actually look to see if slave-made goods are coming 
in. If so, we’re going to seize them, we’re going to 

prevent them from coming into the United States. I 
think you will soon see enforcement around that act.

Unless people want to set up two supply chains, one 
that would come into the US and one that would go 
everywhere else, they will need to take this into ac-
count. They’ve created a new office in Customs and 
Border Protection to lead on this. It is only about 
six months old now. They’re bringing in people 
from the labour world, not just folks from customs 
and immigration. They’re hiring people who have 
dealt with MSIs, with companies that show little re-
spect for the law, and who have good, long-term re-
lationships with unions. I think that the seriousness 
with which they are staffing that office bodes well.

The US Trafficking In Persons Report is also meant 
to catalyse a shift. It has been criticised by many for 
being a unilateral reporting mechanism. But even 
the folks over at UN Office of Drugs and Crime, 
which are supposed to be the keepers of the Trans-
national Organised Crime Convention which has 
the trafficking protocol in it, admit they’re depend-
ent upon what each individual state gives them to 
put in their own report.

They assemble all the self-assessments together, 
whereas the TIP report provides an outside assess-
ment along the lines of prevention, protection, and 
prosecution. It looks at capacity and corruption, 
and tells some uncomfortable truths every year. 

“I don’t know that we’ve 
necessarily hit the bottom. 
I’d like to think we have.”

— Theresa Haas
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That does seem to make a difference. When you 
turn up the heat for long enough on a country, they 
start to make change.

For example, we’re now seeing in Thailand a differ-
ent level of training and expectation than before. 
Not just for the police, but the labour ministry as 
well. A lot of that would not have happened if we 
had just left that cosy relationship with the seafood 
industry alone. But, by being a real pest, and by do-
ing it for long enough, we were able to put pres-
sure on the companies buying those goods. I think 
that we can actually say that there’s been some real 
changes in Thai shrimp.

Han Dongfang
This question is rather misleading because it mixes 
up two major forces affecting labour standards: or-
ganised labour and the government. Government 
policy on labour standards is highly dependent on 
whether or not labour is well-organised. If workers 
are strongly organised with a focus on workplace 
collective bargaining, the respective government 
will have to consider the demands of organised la-
bour before changing labour policy.

The size of a country’s labour force is another ma-
jor factor. The countries with the biggest labour 
force will have the biggest impact on international 
labour standards. China and India provide a huge 
proportion of labour to the world labour market. 
Improving labour standards in these two countries 
will have a significantly larger impact on the world 
labour market than most other countries. Given 
the vast size of the labour force in these two coun-
tries, there is nowhere else companies engaged in 
the race to the bottom can go if they want to main-
tain their same capacity. CLB is lucky enough to be 
able to focus our strategy on workplace collective 
bargaining and organising in these two countries. 
By improving labour standards here through work-
place collective bargaining, we may able to slow 
down and eventually reverse the race to the bottom.

Lupe Gonzalo
From our perspective the main thing that we have 
to offer to that question is the broader model that 
we have developed. The Fair Food Program cur-
rently exists only within U.S. agriculture. But the 
model that it established is replicable, not only in 
agriculture but in other low wage industries. That’s 
already proven to be true. There are workers in the 
Vermont dairy industry who have used the same 
essential elements to create the Milk With Dignity 
Program. They have their own enforcement, their 
own education, their own agreements. On the glob-
al scale there is the Accord on Fire and Building 
Safety in Bangladesh, a worker-driven social re-
sponsibility model that combats health and safety 
threats to textile workers. 

We’re looking to bring this model to workers in 
other places. We know there are just horrific human 
rights abuses in other countries, that there’s horrif-
ic poverty in other countries. There are migrant 
workers in other countries who are vulnerable in 
the same ways that we are here. They also have the 
possibility of creating a WSR-style programme that 
can harness the power of the market for good. We 
would like to see this model take root on an inter-
national basis as much as possible.

The other important piece is the continued edu-
cation of allies and consumers. There are consum-
ers in every country and for every product. They 
will play a critical role in demanding real social 
responsibility. It is our job to educate them on the 
power they have to work together to make change. 
Between expanding the model and continuing to 
mobilise consumers, there’s a lot of work to do. But 
if you are willing to really do the necessary work to 
harness power and to build power, then it is possi-
ble to change.

Theresa Haas
I don’t know that we’ve quite hit bottom yet. While 
Bangladesh is extremely cheap, you also have Burma 
and Ethiopia where production has been moving. 
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Can you get even cheaper than those two? I don’t 
know. So I don’t know that we’ve necessarily hit the 
bottom. I’d like to think we have. 

To answer your question, you have to figure out 
ways to mitigate that competition between coun-
tries. There are a couple of different strategies to do 
that. One is to conduct campaigns on a global scale, 
to go after an entire industry or an entire sector. If 
you were to have a global effort around wages, the 
only way would be for it to apply to every country 
equally. That way no one country would lose out 
by becoming too expensive. That’s obviously very 
difficult given the scope.

Worker organisations have increasingly been or-
ganising cross-border solidarity efforts because 
they recognise that pitting one country against an-
other hurts workers across the world. They’re seek-
ing to create agreements on a global scale, but we’re 
obviously not there yet.

Emily Kenway
I think the first step is actually challenging the nar-
rative around it. The prevailing narrative is some-
thing like a trickle-down theory of labour rights. 
The more that developed countries develop an 
ethical conscience and want to consume ethical 
products, the better rights people at the bottom will 
have. Research shows that that is not happening. 
Oxfam recently dug into the value chains of UK 
supermarkets and found that the share of value go-
ing to the supermarkets at the top has actually in-
creased over time, whilst the workers at the bottom 
sometimes don’t even have access to drinking wa-
ter. This is happening in an era of alleged corporate 
social responsibility and ethical consumerism. So 
we need to get rid of that story line, which I suspect 
a lot of people probably buy into if they’re not di-
rectly working on this kind of thing. 

There are also legal mechanisms that need to be 
used, or private versions of those legal mechanisms. 
We need to implement joint liability frameworks 
where the top is responsible for creating the con-

ditions for exploitation lower down. They do exist 
in some sectors in some countries already, but we 
need to go bigger and to cross boundaries with 
them. That’s a big ask, and we are far away from it.

In the meantime there are private versions of that, 
such as the Bangladesh Accord. There you have 
businesses at the top binding themselves into im-
proving the factories supplying them from halfway 
around the world. The Fair Food Program is sim-
ilar. It’s clever because it understands the power 
dynamics in the supply chain by commercially in-
centivising tomato farm owners to stay in the pro-
gramme. That gives it teeth. We need many more 
mechanisms like that, which create joint transna-
tional responsibility even in the absence of a law.

In terms of organising, I think we need to see real-
ly clever disruptions of capital across supply chains. 
Really looking at specific supply and logistics chains 
to identify the nodes and intervention points within 
them and periodically stop them functioning. This 
would build worker power to the point where it be-
comes impossible to ignore. The reason to use those 
strategies is because they will hit money, at the end 
of the day, which is the only way to succeed given the 
legal and cultural structures we’re operating under 
and the absence of things like capital controls.

It isn’t enough to have siloed worker action – we 
need solidarity links between workers across the 
world. And we need it at every layer. We have to 
be wary of prioritising the international and forget-
ting the need for organised power at national and 
local levels. If you look at global framework agree-
ments, the most successful ones are those which 
have strong worker organisation at national and lo-
cal levels to make sure they were implemented and 
monitored properly. 

Reema Nanavaty
In order to attract foreign direct investment the In-
dian government has embarked upon economic re-
forms as well as labour reforms. We are advocating 
quite strongly around what kind of wage code and 

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/uk-supermarket-supply-chains-ending-the-human-suffering-behind-our-food-620428
https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/uk-supermarket-supply-chains-ending-the-human-suffering-behind-our-food-620428
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The Solidarity Center doesn’t have a unique tem-
plate, and there are many good models across dif-
ferent social movements of successful and lasting 
transnational solidarity. We have, however, learned 
a thing or two over two decades as an organisation.

First, transnational solidarity means to be grounded 
in the idea that we are all equal. Fundamental is that 
we all have equal rights to dignity, to cultural free-
dom and sovereignty, and to decent lives as we de-
fine them. Equally fundamental is recognising that 
the forces preventing people from achieving equal-
ity and justice are global and affect all of us. Yet the 
world has not treated us all as equals. The world has 
treated people very differently based on historic dis-
crimination. People in the Global South have been 
occupied and exploited by the Global North, and 
within the Global North we have massive gender dis-
crimination and racial disenfranchisement, among 
other things. Both points need to be recognised at 
the same time to have transnational solidarity. You 
build trust by grappling with all that at once.

Second, relationships are not built on one-off vis-
its. They’re built on trust and commitment to each 
other. You must put in the effort to communicate 
regularly, to listen. Really listening to counterparts 

in other countries, who exist within a different so-
cial movement context, is not a well-enough devel-
oped skill. But you can’t be a good ally if you don’t 
develop empathy and love, and that comes, in part, 
through really listening.

Third, it’s critical to develop joint analyses of power 
and visions for change. That comes through spend-
ing time together and putting all your cards on the 
table. This is who we are, this is what we’re about, 
this is who we want to be in the world, this is what 
we need, this is what we can contribute. You then 
listen to the other folks, develop a joint analysis, 
and then situate your relationship and joint work 
within that. That’s really critical and often missing. 
When you don’t take the time to do that, you might 
build a friendship but your work will be less power-
ful if it is based in assumptions rather than in a joint 
analysis and theory of change.

Finally, developing a true understanding that we 
are all in it together. We need to think about mutual 
interests and reciprocal actions, so that we practise 
solidarity by treating each other’s campaigns and 
priorities with a high level of seriousness. In short, 
we need to really show up for each other.

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

What are the building blocks of an effective transnational alliance?
Shawna Bader-Blau

labour reforms ought to be there to safeguard the 
workers at the base of the pyramid. It’s important, 
because in our experience these workers are not the 
base of the pyramid but its wheels. They keep the 
pyramid moving. We’re asking for a floor living min-
imum wage for informal sector workers. We are also 
working on what kind of skills development, social 
development, and social protection programmes 
need to be put in place, as well as on what kinds of 
enabling policies are needed so that the enterprises 
of the informal sector can also grow to scale. 

Sometimes we must work in the opposite way, and 
try to prevent unwanted change from taking place. 
For example, it used to be that companies with 
20 workers or more were required to pay certain 
entitlements. The governments is trying to raise 
that number to help more companies evade those 
requirements, so we are trying to make sure that 
the government doesn’t change it. We have been 
listened to, and we are doing our best to work on 
the policies, so we are hopeful. After all, we’re not 
talking about a few thousand workers. We’re talk-
ing about 95% of the workforce of the country.
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I’m not an economist, so I may not be able to say it 
precisely, but in the long term I think India needs to 
develop its own economic growth model. We can-
not really copy one model or the other. We might 
be one country but in reality we are many countries 
within a country. India is so huge, there is so much 
diversity, and each geographic area has its own par-
ticular skill set.

India thus needs a highly decentralised growth 
model that works with local procurement, local 
processing, local manufacturing, and local distri-
bution. A few formal sector corporations are not 
going to give jobs to the millions and millions of 
youth in our country. If you really want the youth 
to feel that they have productive, meaningful work 
that is dignified, you have to look at a decentralised 
and localised model of growth – what we at SEWA 
call the 100-miles approach.

Elizabeth Tang
There are many well known strategies for this: or-
ganising across regions, organising across sectors 
along a single supply chain, worker cooperatives, 
etc. We had already identified them back in the 
1970s, and I still think there are no other ways. We 
have to believe in them and work towards them.

The problem I see is something else. It’s not that 
these solutions are not solutions. The problem is 
that we are doing less and less in terms of building 
international linkages, of building regional or inter-
national strategies.

Donald Trump and trade unions are now saying 
many of the same things. They have lots of prob-
lems at home, those problems are growing, so they 
can no longer have large budgets for international 
activities. There is less time for international soli-
darity because building their organisation at home 
is the priority. They are becoming narrower in per-
spective and more inward looking. Twenty years 
ago in Asia, there were many regional platforms 
and networks, and now they have all died.

I got my start organising Coca-Cola workers in 
1982 because I was connected with the Internation-
al Union of Food Workers (IUF). At that time the 
IUF was campaigning for a boycott of Coca-Cola, 
because one of their factories in Guatemala was on 
strike and many trade union leaders were being 
killed in the country. We used that story to mobilise 
Coca-Cola workers in Hong Kong. We also mobi-
lised workers to go to the South African consulate 
to protest against Apartheid. We actually collected 
donations from workers to send to South Africa to 
support trade unions. Nowadays all such initiatives 
have disappeared.

It’s not just a question of resources. They are always 
not enough, they are always scarce. I think our ene-
mies have succeeded in creating fear among us, and 
instead of confronting that fear we submit to it. One 
of employers’ most common tactics is to threaten to 
leave when we demand better conditions. But often 
it’s just a bluff. Some smaller operations can close 
and open easily, but when we talk about the bigger 
ones it’s not so easy. I can’t remember how many 
times Coca-Cola has threatened to leave Hong 
Kong, but they are still here.

So before we conclude that globalisation just hasn’t 
worked, that that’s the only problem, we need to look 
at ourselves and how inward-looking we have become.

Alison Tate
I think the UN’s sustainable development goals and 
the Agenda 2030 framework has raised awareness 
of the interconnectedness between labour rights 
and labour standards, on the one hand, and the 
long-term economic and environmental sustaina-
bility of companies on the other. 

From the ITUC’s perspective, our message is very 
often that we need to change the rules. We’ve done 
global polling of the general public in 14 countries 
and around 85% of people surveyed say it’s time to 
rewrite the rules of the global economy. That’s the 
kind of crisis that we’re facing. The future of our so-
ciety feels like it’s being determined by an economic 
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model that takes no consideration of the needs and 
the aspirations of people.

For us an underpinning of fundamental human 
rights is essential to changing that. That’s not an old 
idea in a modern world. That’s a really fundamental 
idea that remains relevant. The United Nations in-
stitutions have a human rights mandate. The same 
is true for the ILO. Decent work is the key pillar of 
the work of the ILO, and improving  access to uni-
versal social protection and the formalisation of all 
forms of work is key to living that mandate.

Where we see these institutions not taking that 
on, we need to push them to come back to the 
fundamentals and the foundations of what works. 

Crucially, we need to ensure that pervasive glob-
al inequality in terms of women’s access to work 
and discrimination issues in the workplace are ad-
dressed. That means addressing maternity rights 
and parental leave, as well as ensuring minimum 
living wages, social protection and collective bar-
gaining is available to all women. It means taking 
specific and targeted action to make sure that what 
comes about will change the nature of the global 
economy. Women are on the front lines of many of 
these industries where fundamental labour rights 
are eroded, so tackling discrimination is funda-
mental. All those global institutions have made 
commitments to that. They’ve all made very good 
communiques or proclamations or declarations, 
but it’s now important that those are realised. 

This is a moment when a lot of countries are turn-
ing inward. Xenophobic, nationalist perspectives 
are on the rise, which say that ‘there are real citizens 
and then there’s everybody else’. Real citizens are 
defined along exclusionary nationalistic lines, often 
based on race, country of origin, and religion. That 
is a trend north to south around the world, includ-
ing in the United States.

In moments like this the labour movement becomes 
a target for people who don’t share our view of 
equality and justice. They view us as antithetical to 
nationalism and as a threat. Some parts of the labour 
movement in different countries around the world 

have decided that the best way to survive this kind of 
moment is to look inwards as well. Stay strong, keep 
your head down, and live through the moment.

That is, in my view, how civil societies die. We won’t 
survive these moments by replicating the behaviour 
of the xenophobic and nationalist groups around 
us, i.e., by looking inward solely. Instead, the de-
mocracy, human rights, and labour movements 
should be doubling down on our belief that the 
world is interconnected. That we are all people, and 
that there’s no economy on earth that stands and 
lives on its own. We’re not going to retrench, we’re 
going to double down on global solidarity.

ROUND TABLE REFLECTIONS

What is the role of solidarity in an age of protectionism?
Shawna Bader-Blau
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Tanya Murray Li, a professor of anthropology at the 
University of Toronto, describes the millions of un-
employed or under-employed people across Asia as 
“surplus populations”. She writes, “For the 700 mil-
lion Asians who live on less than a dollar a day, tiny 
incomes are ample testament to the fact that no one 
has a market incentive to pay the costs of keeping 
them alive from day to day, or from one generation 
to the next.” This idea of a surplus population puts 
a whole new spin on the notion of a ‘race to the 
bottom’ in terms of the trajectory of work. It forces 
us to rethink the very premise of the metaphor, and 
also to question how such populations can become 
lucrative for capital in other ways. 

Standard Marxist political economy has long held 
that a key power differential between companies 
and their labourers is that there are far more work-
ers than there are jobs. This creates a reserve army 
of labour and thus downward pressure on labour 
prices – a phenomenon that capital is keen to per-
petuate. Yet Li argues that the vast numbers of low-
paid labourers are no longer required to further in-
crease profits, even in reserve. Labour competition 
is already so high and prices are already so low that 
millions of lives have become simply surplus to the 
needs of industrial and services sector-led growth.

Profitable only through debt
Our recent research report ‘Blood Bricks’ offers a 
stark glimpse into one case of surplus lives in Cam-
bodia. The research documents how bricks des-
tined for ascending skyscrapers in Phnom Penh are 

moulded and fired by debt-bonded families. These 
families were once smallholder farmers in rural 
areas. The impacts of climate change and medical 
expenses pushed them into unsustainable debts, of-
ten with one of the many unregulated microfinance 
institutions in the country. To deal with their ris-
ing indebtedness, they approached brick kiln own-
ers located near Phnom Penh, who agreed to pay 
off the creditors if whole families moved onto the 
kilns and worked off the consolidated debt. Cam-
bodian smallholder farmers-turned brick workers 
therefore entered the non-farm economy by being 
“adversely incorporated” into broader circuits of 
capital accumulation. They did this by borrowing 
from the high-interest microfinance sector that is 
increasingly characterised by foreign investment 
and financialisation. 

As such, despite being surplus to the requirements 
of the economy as labourers, smallholder farmers 
became lucrative in another way; as bearers of debt. 
The value of their agricultural produce, or their 
contribution as labourers, is surpassed by their 
borrowing. This renders everything they own, and 
even their future wages, collateral to the finance 
market. This is what happens when the everyday 
costs of living are no longer provided by the state 
for pauperised farmers. Debt becomes the only re-
course, and credit institutions gain a new – if highly 
risky – customer base. Ananya Roy, a professor of 
urban planning, social welfare, and geography at 
UCLA Luskin, has termed this “poverty capitalism”. 

RESPONSE

Is the race to the bottom over? Reflecting on 
‘surplus’ populations in Cambodia

Nithya Natarajan, Katherine Brickell and Laurie Parsons

Katherine Brickell is Professor of Human Geography at Royal Holloway, University of London. Nithya Natarajan 
is a Postdoctoral Research Associate on the ‘Blood Bricks’ research project and Laurie Parsons is a British Academy 
Postdoctoral Research Fellow, both also at Royal Holloway, University of London.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-8330.2009.00717.x
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/596df9f8d1758e3b451e0fb2/t/5bc4d7cdc83025e41e7b10a0/1539627177544/Blood+bricks+high+res+v2.pdf
http://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/publication_files/WP81_Hickey_duToit.pdf
http://norberthaering.de/en/32-english/news/952-bateman-cambodia?&format=pdf
http://norberthaering.de/en/32-english/news/952-bateman-cambodia?&format=pdf
https://www.routledge.com/Poverty-Capital-Microfinance-and-the-Making-of-Development-1st-Edition/Roy/p/book/9780415876735
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When jobs are scant and low-paid, rural small-
holders are in a particularly adverse position when 
it comes to the labour market. The risk of default-
ing falls on individual farmers, who are therefore 
forced into extreme exploitation on brick kilns to 
stave off creditors. Wider research from Cambodia 
also documents the appropriation of land by credi-
tors as a result of loan defaults. 

The race has already been lost
The ‘race to the bottom’ metaphor in this context 
thus appears inadequate. Rather than representing 
an ongoing struggle, the ‘bottom’ is already here for 
millions across Asia and the rest of the world. Ad-
vocating for strong labour rights alone won’t make a 
difference to these surplus populations. Rather, it is 
the very nature of the economy that needs reform. 
An economic model which renders their work sur-
plus, and thus allows their adverse incorporation 
into the economy as bearers of debt and then as in-
debted labourers, is the issue. It is also the state’s lack 
of social provisioning. The absence of state welfare or 

support for the poorest in Cambodia forces them to 
rely on debt for their day-to-day expenditure. There-
fore in thinking through what “business, politics or 
organising” can do in response to declining labour 
standards, we need to step back and ask a more fun-
damental question. What happens when the lives of 
millions are surplus to the requirements of growth? 

As well as struggling for “decent, stable, and well-
paid work”, as Alf Gunvald Nilson argues in this 
series, we need to explore how economies and the 
state value people’s lives – particularly those that are 
surplus to the requirements of growth. This means 
focusing on social welfare and protection afforded 
to the poorest, and resisting new ways to adversely 
incorporate them into capitalism as an alternative 
to this, for example through financialisation and 
indebtedness. The phenomenon of surplus popula-
tions is worsening as more and more people leave 
rural life and find poor prospects of work in the non-
farm sector. We therefore need an agenda that ad-
dresses poverty outside of work as well as within it.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14442213.2014.894116
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/future-of-work-round-table-stopping-race-to-bottom-in-world-of-work
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/fow/future-of-work-round-table-stopping-race-to-bottom-in-world-of-work
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Unions21 is delighted to participate in this discus-
sion regarding the future of work. Having had the 
opportunity to read through earlier contributions, 
we were especially pleased with the emphasis on 
governments absconding from key responsibili-
ties, as highlighted by Alison Tate and others. We 
also further endorse Shawna Bader-Blau’s empha-
sis on the need to approach people as both work-
ers and citizens simultaneously. These and other 
voices feed into the bottom line for our own con-
tribution, which starts with the premise that gov-
ernments  should act to establish a framework for 
social responsibility that embraces concepts of fair 
work, but they cannot be relied upon to do so. And 
since governments cannot be relied upon to act in-
dependently, our goal should be to organise as both 
workers and citizens in support of a better future 
for work.

This starting point is shared by a number of earlier 
contributors, such as Han Dongfang, Lupe Gon-
zalo, Reema Nanavaty and Elizabeth Tang. We see 
no incentive strong enough to guarantee that poli-
cy-makers do the ‘right’ thing.

Recent experiences in the United Kingdom have 
underscored the challenges which need to be over-
come in order to organise effectively in defence of 
precarious workers and migrants. As other contri-
butions to the round table have illustrated, includ-
ing Emily Kenway, Alejandra Ancheita, and Luis 
C.deBaca, there have been some promising signs 
of progress in some cases and locations. It is worth 
emphasising, however, that these examples have 
frequently proved difficult to reproduce or scale up 
elsewhere. In the United Kingdom, these challeng-

es can be primarily traced to a hostile political en-
vironment, along with the strategic choices of key 
stakeholders.

The fall (and rise?) of unions
Trade unions have been on the decline in the UK 
ever since former prime minister Margaret Thatch-
er confronted them head-on in the 1980s. At the 
beginning of that decade, trade unions had nearly 
13 million members. Their lists have since fallen to 
6.23 million, a drop in density from 52% of all UK 
employees to 23%. Collective bargaining coverage, 
meanwhile, has fallen from 36% of employees at the 
turn of the millennium to 26% today.

Trade union membership in the public sector con-
tinues to surpass – by a wide margin – that found in 
the private sector. This discrepancy hasn’t changed 
even though the former has shrunk dramatically 
over the past decades while the latter has become 
engorged. To cap it all, union members are increas-
ingly aged. Density amongst the youngest cohort is 
only around 5%. Yet the labour market is the tight-
est it has ever been.

You would imagine that, with swathes of the UK 
economy now unorganised, unions would coor-
dinate their approach and systematically pool re-
sources to meet these political and economic chal-
lenges. For various reasons, forging common front 
has not been a priority. Instead, significant resourc-
es have been directed towards union mergers, legal 
challenges (e.g. McSherry and Lodge v BT or Farrer 
v Uber), and creating more sophisticated relation-
ships between unions and employers in specific 
high-density sectors.

RESPONSE

Organising for a better future for work

Becky Wright and Simon Sapper

Becky Wright is Director of Unions 21. Simon Sapper is a Trustee of Unions21.

http://www.unions21.org.uk/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/713/1/fulltext.pdf
http://www.gmb.org.uk/gmb-victory-uber-workers-rights-upheld
http://www.gmb.org.uk/gmb-victory-uber-workers-rights-upheld
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In cases where a collective worker voice has been 
established, the prospects of employers acting re-
sponsibly have increased. However, these cases 
are now rare in the UK’s highly atomised econo-
my. In an environment where over 95% of all UK 
companies now employ less than 10 people, how 
can collective voice be encouraged, nurtured, and 
maintained?

Organising outside traditional sectors
This is where we are noticing a new model of col-
lective action emerge, with a number of unions 
reaching out in innovative ways. The Independent 
Workers Union of Great Britain and United Voices 
of the World (UVA), for example, have undertaken 
actions amongst gig economy workers in major ur-
ban centres that have been loud, joyfully assertive, 
and widely reported. Unite has established a com-
munity-based section, the GMB is making strides 
among the bogusly self-employed; Community has 
reached out to the genuinely self-employed; Equity 
has had success in fringe areas of performing arts; 
and the Pharmacists’ Defence Association Union 
in supplanting a “fake union” within Boots plc. And 
many more.

What sets these sorts of actions and efforts apart 
from more traditional activity is the arguably oldest 
of organising premises – you need to go to where 
people are rather than where you want them to be. 
All of the above examples illustrate this in a differ-
ent – and new – way.

For the IWGB and UVW it is a question of style and 
structure. Their members are working in precarious 
circumstances designed to disempower workers. 
The unions rely on streamlined decision-making 
oriented towards demonstrable actions to physical-
ly challenge this notion of disempowerment. 

This has three particular effects: 1) it gets noticed, 
and therefore has extended reach; 2) it disconcerts 
employers, a necessary step on the road to engage-
ment; and 3) it builds self-confidence amongst the 
workers. IWGB and UVW are operating in conven-
tionally hard-to-recruit areas, yet these are the are-

as in which there has been noticeable employment 
growth (though now in slight decline) over the last 
six years.

Unite’s community section seeks to organise those 
not necessarily in any sort of work. Part of this at-
tempt to apply organising techniques to the com-
munity as opposed to workplaces is to extend the 
reach of trade unionism and (obviously) Unite in 
particular. The range of services provided includes 
cv and application letter writing, debt counselling, 
interview training, welfare, payment utilities and 
tax advice. This is not dissimilar to services that 
may be available through other community sup-
port groups – but in this case they come through 
the organisational and political prism of the union.

The GMB is active in some of the same areas as 
the IWGB, such as Uber, and has taken a particu-
lar interest in those who are bogusly designated as 
self-employed. This is a subset of the gig economy 
sector, and the union has developed an exceptional 
track record in litigation to secure a reclassifica-
tion so that these workers are legally recognised as 
such. (Readers will know that in the UK currently, 
there are three categories of working people – the 
self-employed, the employed and workers. Workers 
have a legal platform of rights and protections but 
to a lesser degree than employees).

IWGB and GMB represent two different organisa-
tional models in the same industrial space – the for-
mer would highlight agility and speed, whereas the 
ability to deploy significant resources flexibly is a de-
ciding positive actor for the latter. But there is scope 
for both to continue to increase their memberships.

Community, meanwhile, have sought to engage 
with the growing numbers of genuinely self-em-
ployed by, in 2017, partnering with Indycube – a 
resource organisation for the self-employed – to 
create “the first Union for freelance and independ-
ent workers in the UK”.

Equity, a union for performers, focuses on marginal 
workers in their sector, while pitching to employers 

https://iwgb.org.uk/
https://iwgb.org.uk/
https://www.uvwunion.org.uk/
https://www.uvwunion.org.uk/
https://unitetheunion.org/why-join/member-offers-and-benefits/member-offers/community-membership-benefits/
https://unitetheunion.org/why-join/member-offers-and-benefits/member-offers/community-membership-benefits/
http://www.gmb.org.uk/campaigns/uber/overview
https://community-tu.org/community-indycube-pledge-give-power-self-employed/
https://www.equity.org.uk/getting-involved/campaigns/professionally-made-professionally-paid/
https://www.the-pda.org/pdau-boots-update/
https://www.indycube.community/?option=com_content&view=article&id=28&Itemid=248
https://www.indycube.community/?option=com_content&view=article&id=28&Itemid=248
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the added value of a stable employment relation-
ship with active involvement and a degree of un-
derwriting by an independent union. The weakness 
of employers’ organisation in the UK is a major 
impediment to sector level bargaining, but in this 
instance, the union has facilitated a more co-ordi-
nated approach by employers to realise benefits for 
their members.

Finally, the Pharmacists Defence Association Un-
ion (PADU) used complex UK recognition laws to 
displace an incumbent but non-independent rival. 
Such a move was unprecedented, and PADU need-
ed to work hard to secure the necessary turn-out in 
crucial legally-binding ballots on the issue.

The PADU campaign, like all the examples cited here, 
are demonstrations of effective engagement with 
target groups of people. In each instance success has 

been predicated on having the means and the desire 
to truly understand what the concerns of that target 
group are. It’s member-centred trade unionism, if you 
will, reaching out into areas that have been resistant 
to or overlooked by more traditional trade unions. 
Taken together, they illustrate a renewed appetite for 
success in the UK labour movement.

As for our own group, Unions21, we have estab-
lished our  Commission on Collective Voice  – a 
cross party, multi-disciplinary group to solicit, col-
lect, evaluate, and advocate ways in which Collec-
tive Voice can work in the early 21st century. We 
are data gathering at present, with a publication 
date for our report set for late spring 2019. You can 
contact us at  worksforus@unions21.org.uk. We’d 
love to hear from you.

http://www.unions21.org.uk/worksforus/about
mailto:worksforus@unions21.org.uk


“No matter how production chains evolve in the future, the 
focus of labour will remain the same: ensuring the fair and 

reasonable distribution of profit through the exercise of 
collective bargaining and solidarity.”

— Han Dongfang



Question 5
Global patterns of work and employment will 
continue to evolve. How must existing regulations 
and organisations evolve in order to keep up?
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Alejandra Ancheita
In my practice as a human rights lawyer, I can see 
that the international fora of human rights are try-
ing to evolve. But those institutions are very big in-
stitutions, and change is very complicated for them. 

The International Labour Organisation, for exam-
ple, is not answering the question of labour rights 
in the global economy. They are trying, but it’s not 
enough. The International Organisation for Migra-
tion also has to change. They are very bureaucratic 
and in some context they actually play the role of 
recruiters, which can be very complicated. The UN 
is currently pushing for international action plans. 
Even the OECD, a very conservative institution, 
has developed international guidelines for in busi-
ness and human rights for their members.

So a lot is happening. These international fora need 
to become even more proactive, but as a human 
rights lawyer I can say that the mechanisms and 
human rights law that they have developed have 
proven effective tools in our national courts. They 
might be flawed but they are still very useful.

Shawna Bader-Blau
There is an important tension to work out between 
localised democratic control – the sovereignty of 
people over their food, over their lives, over their 
land – and the fact that there is no economy any-
more, no matter how local, that is unaffected by the 
rest of the world’s economy.

That means we can’t focus all our energy at the lo-
cal and grassroots levels at the expense of global 
standards. We need both. Locally we need to reas-
sert democracy and human rights. These are under 
attack around the world. And then, at the global 
level, there is a critical need to reimagine a binding, 
enforceable rights framework. 

Take, for example, the possibilities of employment 
discrimination through online platforms. In their 
current forms, these platform employers are ba-

sically unregulated in terms of how they pick and 
choose who they employ. You could have a platform 
one day say, ‘You know what? Indians, we don’t 
want to hire them anymore because they’re asking 
for too much money, and they ask too many ques-
tions about employment conditions. So, we want to 
hire people from some other country.’ You’d never 
know they had made that discriminatory decision.

That’s just an example of why we need global regu-
lations based on human rights frameworks. In the 
future of work in platform employment we can’t 
have discrimination. We can’t have someone sit-
ting there somewhere deciding they’re not going 
to hire me because I’m female, but they’re going to 
hire you because you’re male. Or the opposite. We 
can’t allow that. So, we need to do both. We need to 
reassert democracy locally for people, and we need 
to re-envision existing global human rights institu-
tions and how we’re going to affect them.

Anannya Bhattacharjee
The International Labour Organisation is the 
world’s only tripartite organisation for labour. It 
is an extremely important organisation, but it is 
challenging to move things within it. That definite-
ly gives opportunities to people who don’t want 
to change anything. It gives them the opportunity 
to not change. It also frustrates people who want 
change faster, and certainly we can all say that it 
does not move as fast as one would like.

However, let there be no doubt that the ILO’s stand-
ard making process and the standards that it has 
created and upheld since its beginning are golden. 
They must continue. They have to be protected. 
They have to be implemented. The ILO’s global 
standards serve us in extremely good ways when we 
are talking about global production, because frank-
ly, where else are there standards? National laws do 
not apply in the international area.

While we do agree that national laws have to be 
followed by global capital, at the same time we 
need global standards for all kinds of things. Hold-
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ing global capital accountable by measuring them 
against the ILO’s labour standards continues to be 
very important. One of the drawbacks of the ILO, 
and I think ILO knows this, is that it only recognis-
es certain types of labour organisations. Certain la-
bour unions are in their official membership, while 
large parts of the labour movement are not seen as 
being officially part of the ILO. 

The good thing is that this alternative labour move-
ment has nevertheless made its way into the ILO in 
many different ways. That has been important. We 
have done that ourselves in many scenarios. The 
domestic workers movement did that, although it 
had no recognition. The ILO, through our own re-

sistance and knocking at the door, has opened its 
door a little bit wider. That trend needs to continue. 

We have to always remember that institutions are 
only as important as the movements. We must stra-
tegically use the institutions and push them to be-
come more accountable, to become more open, and 
to become more inclusive. If we just retreat from in-
stitutions, then we would lose the mechanisms that 
are out there. I am not for that type of a retreat. We 
have to work through these institutions.

We should also not forget that much has happened. 
We cannot judge these institutions simply by the 
years of our individual lifetimes, which are quite 

short. We have to look at them through the his-
torical record. By no means can we just give these 
institutions up so that they become more and more 
amenable to those who do not care about our wel-
fare. We have to be there, at the table, and negotiat-
ing our positions.

Luis C.deBaca
We no longer have the luxury of the siloed institu-
tional structures that we currently have. The fight 
against unscrupulous employers sometimes gets 
stopped by the intermural fights and navel gazing 
of the modern slavery movement, or the anti-traf-
ficking movement, or the labour movement, or 

whatever we’re wanting to call it these days. We’ve 
taken our eye off the ball while trying to figure out 
which one of us is going to be in charge, or whether 
something flows from the 1956 convention, as op-
posed to the 2000 protocol, etc.

In the meantime, unscrupulous employers, the folks 
who tolerate them and their supply chains, and the 
folks who purposely traffic people, continue to do 
their work. They are not being distracted by wheth-
er this is an issue for the International Organisa-
tion for Migration, as opposed to the UN Office of 
Drugs of Crime, as opposed to the International 
Labour Organisation, as opposed to UNICEF, or as 
opposed to the Financial Crimes Task Force. The 

“It’s not technology rendering workers vulnerable to extreme 
labour exploitation, but the fact that wealth and power are 

not concentrated in the hands of workers.”

— Penelope Kyritsis
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answer, of course, is that this is a problem for all of 
those entities. 

We need to stop thinking of ourselves as separate. 
Instead, we need to figure out what each of us can 
bring to the mix and then move forward. Because 
the other side, whether it’s the corporations or the 
abusive bosses fuelling their profits, is not taking 
the time to think about our silos. Except, perhaps, 
to see how to exploit them.

Han Dongfang
Good labour laws are always better than bad laws 
but the key is implementation. Both China and In-
dia have decent labour laws. But due to weak trade 
union representation and a lack of effective work-
place collective bargaining practices, labour laws in 
both of these countries are not fully implemented.

Before talking about changing government atti-
tudes towards the implementation of labour law, 
however, we need to establish a collective bargain-
ing system tied to trade unions so that workers can 
then take the lead in enforcing existing labour laws 
and improving future legislation.

No matter how production chains evolve in the fu-
ture, the focus of labour will remain the same: en-
suring the fair and reasonable distribution of profit 
(salary, social insurance, training programmes 
etc.) through the exercise of collective bargaining 
and solidarity. For this to happen however, nation-
al trade unions need to get back to local organis-
ing and strengthening solidarity in the workplace. 
Without workplace and local organising based on 
effective collective bargaining, global solidarity will 
have nowhere to go or no real role to play. In oth-
er words, global initiatives will only be effective if 
there is strong workplace and local organising.

It sounds old school but it is time to get back to basics 
and rebuild workers’ capacity to bargain collective-
ly. Taking a step-by-step approach, one workplace 
at time, and then one industry or region at a time, 
workers will be able to gain a fair and reasonable 

share of the profits and enjoy decent pay for decent 
work. The is no shortcut to reversing the race to the 
bottom, only the gradual rebuilding of workplace or-
ganising and collective bargaining for workers.

Lupe Gonzalo
If international institutions are going to have any 
relevance in this conversation about human rights 
and global supply chains, they have to hear directly 
from the people affected. I’ve been in spaces and 
have talked to people in different countries who 
have no idea which worker organisations are in 
their country or which challenges they’re facing. 
That has to change. If they’re going to be relevant in 
this conversation, they have to create spaces to hear 
directly from the people affected by the problems. 
They need to learn what support these workers 
need and then act on that information.

The dynamics should be that workers first establish 
which rights need to be protected. They need to 
have a strong and powerful voice in that process. 
These other bodies then need to come in behind 
and figure out how to actually implement and en-
force them, and ensure that these rights are now 
part of the broader landscape. If they’re really going 
to make a change, if they’re really going to have a 
impact on labour standards internationally, they 
have to take that approach. 

Theresa Haas & 
Penelope Kyritsis
Penelope: A lot of discussions around the future 
and technology sensationalise computerisation and 
artificial intelligence as a threat, implying that the 
dynamics leading to the precarity of workers at the 
bottom of supply chains are somehow new. They 
aren’t. It’s not technology rendering workers vul-
nerable to extreme labour exploitation, but the fact 
that wealth and power are not concentrated in the 
hands of workers. So if institutions want to keep up, 
if they truly want to help workers, the only way they 
can do that is by putting power in workers’ hands. 
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Theresa: ILO conventions remain useful in terms 
of setting universal standards around these particu-
lar issues. Unfortunately the ILO does not have an 
effect on the enforcement mechanism. Many coun-
tries have adopted ILO conventions as part of their 
national law, but they are not enforced because 
those governments lack the resources and the po-
litical wealth to effectively enforce their own laws. 
So ILO conventions and international standards 
are only useful if there is an effective enforcement 
mechanism component. Absent that, new conven-
tions or standards are not solutions to the problems 
we’ve been talking about. 

If you could persuade governments to enforce 
those laws as a matter of policy that would be won-
derful. But we acknowledge that although that is 
the ideal way for things to happen, it’s not realistic 
to expect that it’s going to happen anytime soon. If 
what we want to do in our lifetime is see real change 
for workers, we have to go after the people at the 
top of the chain, which are the brands. 

Emily Kenway
Firstly we need to be upfront about what doesn’t 
work. There was a community organiser in the US 
named Saul Alinsky who said, “Don’t get trapped 
by your own tactic”. That is something we all need 
to think about, including the big institutions work-
ing on labour issues like the ILO. Are they actually 
having the impact that is needed, or are they run-
ning to catch up while the Amazons of the world 
run rings around everybody?

I think this comes down to being more systemic. 
Obviously regulations need to be more systemic in 
terms of crossing national boundaries and address-
ing supply chains all the way through. But organ-
isations and campaigns also need to focus less on 
particular companies, particular jurisdictions, or 
particular issues, and instead work to change the 
structural pillars underlying all of these problems.

In the UK, that could mean something like cam-
paigning to build migration status into anti-dis-

crimination law. Under the UK Equality Act of 
2010 immigration status is not protected while 
nationality and ethnicity are, yet we know that lots 
of migrant workers are being discriminated against 
for that reason. Changing that would immediately 
enable migrant workers to access their rights in the 
UK. Or we could push for limits in supply chain 
tiers like there are in Oslo. Such caps make it easier 
for workers to claim rights, for companies to ensure 
there’s no trafficked labour in their supply chains, 
and for unions to gain ground.

Ethical consumerism could evolve in this way too. 
It needs to turn away from using audits to check 
up on particular issues and instead toward sup-
porting unions. This just doesn’t exist. Why can’t 
I tell which supermarket or fast food chain has a 
recognised union? This matters because unions and 
worker-led organisations are long-term structures 
that build power over time, build leadership, and 
that can continually protect rights and fight for new 
rights. They are the lynchpin of long-term change, 
and that is where consumer attention should be di-
rected if we are going to have ethical stamps and 
that sort of thing. It shouldn’t be possible for a busi-
ness to stand on a responsibility platform, to win 
awards for responsibility, and not have a recognised 
independent union. Yet that happens all the time. 

Working in this way would have a ripple effect. 
Take international standards, like those created by 
the ILO. They are useful for making national gov-
ernments pay attention to things but then it comes 
down to how they’re implemented on the ground. 
It comes back to what all of this always comes back 
to: the need for national and local organised activ-
ity to ensure things are done properly with an eye 
toward achieving lasting systemic change. Most im-
portantly, trade unions and civil society organisa-
tions need to ensure that we don’t play the game of 
being grateful for consolation prizes from capital. 
We are bargaining for scraps at the moment against 
a legislative and global economic framework which 
empowers capital. That has to change but it won’t 
unless we make the right sorts of targeted, disrup-
tive, systemic interventions.
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Reema Nanavaty
To be perfectly frank, neither the policy makers nor 
the governments nor the multilateral institutions 
have any clue how the future of work is going to 
evolve. What kind of technological advancement is 
going to happen? Where is it going to happen? How 
is it going to impact work? Nobody has any idea. 
This is why there is economic growth but it is jobless. 

So however well-meaning they are, however more 
they want to do something for the poor and for 
informal sector workers, they themselves have no 
idea what it should entail. This has meant that their 
views on responsible business and alternative eco-
nomic models have been heavily influenced by cor-
porations. That’s why I said, right in the beginning, 
that for informal workers innovation is a crucial 
part of their coping strategy. They have to keep in-
novating day in and day out for their own survival.

Elizabeth Tang
They need to stick to and affirm the ILO’s four prin-
ciples. They really have to believe in them and nev-
er give up. Freedom of association and collective 
bargaining are the prerequisites for workers’ power. 
These principles are constantly being challenged by 
corporations. So how we continue to defend them 
is very important.

Secondly, workers’ organisations are constantly 
evolving. These institutions and also more tradi-
tional trade unions need to open their eyes to see 
what is really happening. When we first started 
IDWF people didn’t really know what to do with 
us. Our organisation didn’t look like a traditional 
trade union. We didn’t use the methods they used. 
Only a few domestic workers’ unions are capable of 
signing collective agreements, the majority cannot. 
So we had to find other ways to get rights and are 
our methods are still evolving.

People found it very hard to accept that we are not 
signing agreements. They were afraid that by work-
ing with us they would become tainted somehow. 

That we would be a bad influence on their mem-
bers. Their sectors were already facing many chal-
lenges, and their members were no longer working 
in the same protected environments. So their mem-
bers were also looking for new ways of organising 
and of getting rights, and their leaders felt chal-
lenged. This sort of attitude has to change.

Alison Tate
I think that the difficulties around intervening 
through these different institutions suggests that we 
need more coherence across their policy prescrip-
tions. They say all the right things. It’s now about 
actually taking action and making sure that happens. 

That’s why building workers’ power and having new 
models of ways in which workers come together is 
so important. It acknowledges that workers and the 
unions that represent them are the foundation for 
that bargaining and that aligning of power across 
economic systems. For us it is about having a foun-
dation of social dialogue.

The ILO is a really important institution in that. It’s 
the international parliament of the workers if you 
like, the place where employers and governments 
and workers come together for a process of negoti-
ation and consensus building to create policies and 
legal standards that need to be applied across the 
world. That’s why these institutions were founded 
and they are as relevant today as they ever were. Our 
job is to make sure that they’re doing that effectively.

Discrimination in employment remains a major, 
major challenge, whether that be for recognition 
of women’s pay rates, issues around hours of work, 
issues of the disproportionate number of women 
working in the informal economy, or whether it’s 
about access to maternity provisions.

These notions still have not become reality for the 
majority of working women. There is certainly rec-
ognition that that is important, and there have been 
strides in achieving that. But not in all work places 
and not in all industries. And not for all women.



9595

In 2016 the UK voted to leave the European Union. 
At the time many British businesses raised serious 
concerns about the likely impact of a leave vote 
upon the labour market. At the heart of their con-
cerns was a fear of labour shortages resulting from 
the end of free movement within the EU. Some 
experts from government, civil society, and indus-
try have called for a renewed focus on improving 
wages and conditions in order to entice British 
workers into jobs that were previously only palat-
able to EU nationals.

This would be in line with the UK’s stated ambition 
of  leading the world  in the fight against ‘modern 
slavery’. If employers must treat workers better as a 
result of Brexit, then surely this helps to advance the 
cause? Yet rather than welcoming this new world of 
work, the government has instead introduced a tem-
porary migrant worker scheme that will greatly in-
crease the risk of ‘modern slavery’ in Britain.

Migrants for the fields
In September 2018, following sustained business 
lobbying to address worker shortages, the govern-
ment introduced a new ‘seasonal workers pilot’. The 
pilot will bring non-EU workers to the UK agricul-
tural sector by tying their work visas to two ‘pilot 
operators’. For those of us working to end labour 
exploitation in the UK, this is a backwards step that 
will create a new worker underclass.

The new pilot to bring non-EU nationals to fill 
agricultural labour shortages responds directly to 
industry concerns. Indeed, Michael Gove, the envi-
ronment secretary, justified the new scheme when 

it was first announced by saying, “We have listened 
to the powerful arguments from farmers about the 
need for seasonal labour to keep the horticulture 
industry productive and profitable.”

No mention was made of any concerns from 
workers, and crucial issues regarding the design 
of this new scheme are yet to be determined. We 
do not yet know whether workers will be allowed 
to change employer, to bring family members and 
other dependents with them, or to live outside em-
ployer-provided accommodation. Instead, the gov-
ernment has said that the Gangmasters and Labour 
Abuse Authority (GLAA) – one of the four key UK 
labour inspectorates – will oversee wages and liv-
ing standards for workers in the scheme. Despite 
the government saying they are working with the 
GLAA to get the scheme right, crucial elements of 
the GLAA’s role in propping up worker protections 
in the scheme have also yet to be determined.

A scheme or a scam?
Without effective safeguards, this new scheme 
will be a gift for those who wish to exploit work-
ers. Two examples show why. First, the limited, 
six-month stay under the scheme means it is un-
likely that workers will have time to form ties with 
migrant communities or trade unions. Because of 
this, pro-active inspections of labour sites are es-
sential to reach these isolated workers. As yet no 
extra resources for proactive labour inspection to 
police the scheme have been announced. Second, 
there is a high in-built risk of debt bondage inher-
ent in the scheme, with overseas labour providers 
likely to charge large fees to workers. It is essential 

RESPONSE

Tied visas and quick fixes: the UK’s post-Brexit 
labour market 

Caroline Robinson

Caroline Robinson is Director at Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX).

https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/facing-the-future_2017-tackling-post-Brexit-labour-and-skills-shortages_tcm18-24417.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/facing-the-future_2017-tackling-post-Brexit-labour-and-skills-shortages_tcm18-24417.pdf
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/07/30/we-will-lead-the-way-in-defeating-modern-slavery/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/seasonal-workers-pilot-request-for-information/seasonal-workers-pilot-request-for-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/seasonal-workers-pilot-request-for-information/seasonal-workers-pilot-request-for-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/seasonal-workers-pilot-request-for-information/seasonal-workers-pilot-request-for-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-pilot-scheme-to-bring-2500-seasonal-workers-to-uk-farms
http://www.gla.gov.uk/
http://www.gla.gov.uk/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2018-09-06/171412/
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that the GLAA licenses labour providers in sending 
countries to reduce this risk. Whilst the GLAA cur-
rently licenses labour providers within the EU, an 
extension of their remit to the rest of the world is a 
very different, and far more complex, proposition.

As the UK enters into new trading partnerships 
and brings new workers to our shores, it is vital that 
we put in place and fund systems to prevent ex-
ploitation. Our labour inspectorates need essential 
resources to do their job – a little over double cur-
rent levels  if we’re even to reach the International 
Labour Organisation’s recommended one inspector 
per 10,000 workers. The tried and tested GLAA li-
censing system will have to be expanded to high-
risk labour sectors that are likely to see an increase 
in migrant workers in years to come. The care and 
construction sectors, for example, are unlikely to 
survive without workers from outside the UK.

For the new seasonal worker pilot, the Agricultural 
Wages Boards that previously set standards in Eng-
land and Wales should be reinstated. Furthermore, 

a real effort must be made to ensure workers drive 
the conversation about their pay, conditions, and 
treatment in this high-risk scheme. Finally, even 
if these steps are taken, exploitation will not only 
continue to exist but also remain largely hidden 
unless the UK establishes channels for individu-
al workers to report abuses. The UK desperately 
needs a 24-hour complaints line for workers that 
can offer resolution to problems raised.

This post-Brexit vision for the UK labour market 
looks like a recipe for abuse and exploitation. How-
ever, there is still time to ensure a better future for 
work. We have a chance to reimagine the labour 
market and labour standards, and to reverse recent 
attacks on regulations and worker protections. For 
a country with aspirations to lead the world in the 
fight against exploitation, we can surely do better 
than schemes that are designed to appease business 
interests at the expense of workers.

https://www.labourexploitation.org/publications/risky-business-tackling-exploitation-uk-labour-market
https://www.labourexploitation.org/publications/risky-business-tackling-exploitation-uk-labour-market
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/tackling-employment-law-red-tape--2
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I think that they’re working, in part because they 
have been an extremely disruptive force. Without 
this brash, young, and active challenge from the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the 
protocols themselves, I suspect the IOM, the ILO 
and other international entities would’ve continued 
to chug along with the forced forms of exploitation 
subsumed into other parts of their mission. 

Previous mechanisms just didn’t work. Whether 
we’re talking about the 1956 Anti-Slavery Con-
vention, the 1957 Forced Labour Convention, or 
even the 1999 Worst Forms of Child Labour Con-
vention, none of these were focused on victims in 
the communities in the way that the three-P para-
digm – prevention, prosecution, protection – of the 
Palermo Protocols is.

Likewise, look at how older British or US paradigms 
dealt with the sex industry. These laws basically 
exempted sex workers from ever being classified 
as being enslaved, even if they had suffered coer-
cion. Instead, they subjected them to a legal regime 
based on international commerce and movement 
that considered sex workers unwanted commodi-
ties, as opposed to people whose rights may have 
been violated.

That might be the most important part of the Paler-
mo Protocol: it says that it doesn’t matter if a person 
in prostitution chose to do that work, were forced 
into it, or had crossed a border or migrated. Rather, 
it focuses on whether they were held in compelled 
service at any time, regardless of initial consent or 
foreknowledge, and no matter whether they are in 
their hometown or thousands of miles away. Con-
ceptually, these changes ended up expanding pro-
tection to a lot of people who had been exempted 
from earlier human rights concepts. 

Even though prosecution numbers have not sky-
rocketed under Palermo, the discourse and the lev-
el of activity has changed substantially as a result. 
Without Palermo you wouldn’t be seeing joint pro-
jects between the big institutions in Geneva. You 
wouldn’t be seeing countries going out and setting 
up task forces. You wouldn’t be seeing pro-worker 
legislation being considered in pro-business places 
like Australia.

The fact that Palermo Protocols align pretty close-
ly with the US reporting mechanism has certainly 
helped to increase uptake. This is an annual audit 
of what countries are doing to combat trafficking, 
and when they align themselves against the 11 min-
imum standards under the US Trafficking Victims 
Protection Act they also carry out their obligations 
under Palermo. That feels very different than, ‘Oh, 
well, if we ever see such and such in any of our 
brothels, then we will do something.’  Each year, the 
Americans are going to not just assess, but publish 
the results, which forces a more proactive approach.  

Eighteen years in and we are approaching global 
adoption of Palermo. But we’re not yet approaching 
global compliance. The next stage of implementation 
of that protocol has to now focus on actual results. 
Countries should no longer be getting credit for rat-
ification or for putting new laws in place – now they 
have to go out and use them. That means meaningful 
prosecutions with both criminal punishment of the 
bosses and restitution for the victims. It means pre-
vention efforts that incentivise a real role for workers 
in setting and enforcing standards and carry conse-
quences for those who do not address abuse in their 
supply chains. And it means real victim protection, 
including social services, family unification, protec-
tion from deportation, and true reintegration into 
communities and workplaces.  
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