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Twenty-Five More Years of CSR? How states 
are reinforcing private governance in the 
anti-forced labour governance arena
*HQHYLHYH�/H%DURQ�

Abstract

Within anti-forced labour circles, there has been considerable excitement lately 
about governments taking on a more active role in tackling forced labour 
in supply chains. A common perspective is that after over 25 years of  failed 
FRUSRUDWH�VRFLDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��&65��HIIRUWV��JRYHUQPHQWV�KDYH�UH�HQWHUHG�WKH�
arena; states’ enactment of  responsive legislation (e.g. due diligence legislation or 
transparency legislation), import bans, and multi-lateral efforts, including through 
the G7, are often heralded as evidence of  their stepping up. However, the extent 
to which this wave of  government initiatives reinforces and relies upon, rather 
WKDQ�UHSODFHV��&65�LV�IUHTXHQWO\�RYHUORRNHG��,Q�WKLV�DUWLFOH��,�FRQVLGHU�WKH�ZD\V�
in which recent government initiatives to tackle forced labour in supply chains 
expand the market, role, and governance power of  unaccountable private actors, 
LQFOXGLQJ�DXGLWLQJ�ÀUPV��GDWD�DQDO\WLFV�DQG�$UWLÀFLDO�,QWHOOLJHQFH�FRPSDQLHV��DQG�
FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�ERGLHV��,�DUJXH�WKDW�XQOHVV�JRYHUQPHQWV�HQDFW�IDU�PRUH�DPELWLRXV�
regulation and restrictions on multinational enterprises, we are heading for another 
���\HDUV�RI �GHÀFLHQW�DQG�LQDGHTXDWH�SULYDWH�OHG�JRYHUQDQFH�WR�DGGUHVV�IRUFHG�
labour in supply chains.
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Introduction

7KH� IDLOXUHV� RI � YROXQWDU\� FRUSRUDWH� VRFLDO� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� �&65�� WR� GHWHFW��
address, and remediate forced labour in global supply chains are at this point 
well known. Since the early 2000s, private governance efforts led by multi-
national enterprises (MNEs) and other private actors have been championed as 
a key solution to forced labour and overlapping forms of  labour exploitation 
in supply chains.1 These include: corporate codes of  conduct through which 
01(V�GLFWDWH�VWDQGDUGV�IRU�DOO�RI �WKHLU�VXSSOLHUV�WR�IROORZ��HWKLFDO�FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�
VFKHPHV�OLNH�)DLUWUDGH�DQG�5DLQIRUHVW�$OOLDQFH�ZKLFK�SXUSRUW�WR�GHOLYHU�KLJKHU�
labour and other ‘ethical’ standards to consumers; ethical auditing, which 
LQYROYHV�01(V�KLULQJ�SULYDWH�WKLUG�SDUW\�EXVLQHVVHV�WR�YLVLW�VXSSOLHU�ÀUPV�DQG�
evaluate conformity to their codes of  conduct or various other private standards; 
multi-stakeholder initiatives, through which MNEs partner with each other and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) towards certain goals (e.g. addressing 
LOOHJDO�DFWLYLW\�LQ�ÀVKLQJ���DQG�WKH�GHSOR\PHQW�RI �WHFKQRORJ\��H�J��PRELOH�SKRQH�
surveys or hotlines) to enable workers in supply chains to bring issues directly 
to the attention of  MNEs. 

7KHUH�LV�DPSOH�HYLGHQFH�RI �WKH�VKRUWFRPLQJV�RI �&65�WR�DGGUHVV�IRUFHG�ODERXU��
Studies have revealed, for instance, that: forced labour and overlapping forms 
of  exploitation continue to be widespread in supply chains that are covered by 
PXOWLSOH�&65�LQLWLDWLYHV�� LQFOXGLQJ�FRGHV�RI �FRQGXFW��HWKLFDO�FHUWLÀFDWLRQ��DQG�
auditing;2 multiple multi-stakeholder initiatives related to forced labour have 
fallen short of  meeting their aims;3 workers ‘liberated’ from oppressive and 
exploitative worksites end up in abusive working conditions;4 suppliers face 

1 G LeBaron, &RPEDWWLQJ�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\��:K\�/DERXU�*RYHUQDQFH�LV�)DLOLQJ�DQG�:KDW�:H�
&DQ�'R�$ERXW�,W, Polity Press, 2020.

2 &�2\D��)�6FKDHIHU��DQG�'�6NDOLGRX��¶7KH�(IIHFWLYHQHVV�RI �$JULFXOWXUDO�&HUWLÀFDWLRQ�
LQ�'HYHORSLQJ�&RXQWULHV��$�6\VWHPDWLF�5HYLHZ·��:RUOG�'HYHORSPHQW, vol. 112, 2018, pp. 
���²����� KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������M�ZRUOGGHY��������������/�5HQGH�7D\ORU� DQG�(�
Shih, ‘Worker Feedback Technologies and Combatting Modern Slavery in Global 
6XSSO\�&KDLQV��([DPLQLQJ� WKH�(IIHFWLYHQHVV� RI �5HPHGLDWLRQ�2ULHQWHG� DQG�'XH�
Diligence-Oriented Technologies in Identifying and Addressing Forced Labour and 
+XPDQ�7UDIÀFNLQJ·��-RXUQDO�RI �WKH�%ULWLVK�$FDGHP\, vol. 7, issue s1, 2019, pp. 131–165, 
https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/007s1.131; C Stringer, D H Whittaker, and G Simmons, 
‘New Zealand’s Turbulent Waters: The Use of  Forced Labour in the Fishing Industry’, 
*OREDO�1HWZRUNV, vol. 16, issue 1, 2016, pp 3–24, https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12077.

3 G LeBaron HW�DO���¶7KH�,QHIIHFWLYHQHVV�RI �&65��8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�*DUPHQW�&RPSDQ\�
Commitments to Living Wages in Global Supply Chains’, 1HZ�3ROLWLFDO�(FRQRP\, vol. 
27, issue 1, 2021, pp. 99–115, https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2021.1926954. 

4 E Shih, 0DQXIDFWXULQJ�)UHHGRP��6H[�:RUN��$QWL�7UDIÀFNLQJ�5HKDE��DQG�WKH�5DFLDO�:DJHV�RI�
5HVFXH, University of  California Press, Oakland, 2023.
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VLJQLÀFDQW�FKDOOHQJHV�PHHWLQJ�WKH�VWDQGDUGV�VHW�LQ�FRGHV�RI �FRQGXFW�DQG�HWKLFDO�
FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�VFKHPHV��LQFOXGLQJ�GXH�WR�WKH�ODFN�RI �HFRQRPLF�FDSDFLW\�WR�FRPSO\�5 
and there is widespread cheating within auditing which casts considerable doubt 
onto the credibility of  many auditing reports.6 

$V�WKH�HYLGHQFH�RI �&65·V�IDLOXUHV�KDV�SLOHG�XS��FLYLO�VRFLHW\��DFDGHPLFV��DQG�DW�
times even companies themselves have pressured states to take on a more active 
role in addressing the problem of  forced labour in supply chains. This is not to 
suggest that states have been absent entirely from the governance arena; of  course, 
there is a long history of  state action to address slavery and overlapping forms of 
exploitation following the legal abolition of  slavery in the early twentieth century.7 
This includes landmark conventions such as the International Labour Organization 
$EROLWLRQ�RI �)RUFHG�/DERXU�&RQYHQWLRQ (C105) (1957) and United Nations 3URWRFRO�
WR�3UHYHQW��6XSSUHVV�DQG�3XQLVK�7UDIÀFNLQJ� LQ�3HUVRQV��(VSHFLDOO\�:RPHQ�DQG�&KLOGUHQ 
��������WKH�¶7UDIÀFNLQJ�3URWRFRO·���+RZHYHU��DV�SURFHVVHV�RI �JOREDOLVDWLRQ³DQG�
especially, the growth and complexity of  supply chains—created new obstacles 
for states within the governance arena, the anti-forced labour movement pushed 
VWDWHV�WR�FUHDWH�DQG�HQIRUFH�PHFKDQLVPV�RI �FRUSRUDWH�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�ÀW�IRU�WKH�
modern era to prevent and address forced labour in supply chains. At the same 
time, the business and human rights movement fought to establish international 
norms requiring MNEs to take responsibility for ensuring fair labour conditions 
within their global supply chains. 

5 5�0�/RFNH��)�4LQ�� DQG�$�%UDXVH�� ¶'RHV�0RQLWRULQJ� ,PSURYH�/DERU� 6WDQGDUGV"�
Lessons from Nike’, ,QGXVWULDO�DQG�/DERXU�5HODWLRQV�5HYLHZ, vol. 61, issue 1, 2007, pp. 
3–31, https://doi.org/10.1177/001979390706100101; S Barrientos and S Smith, ‘Do 
:RUNHUV�%HQHÀW�IURP�(WKLFDO�7UDGH"�$VVHVVLQJ�&RGHV�RI �/DERXU�3UDFWLFH�LQ�*OREDO�
Production Systems’, 7KLUG�:RUOG�4XDUWHUO\, vol. 28, issue 4, 2007, pp. 713–729, https://
doi.org/10.1080/01436590701336580. 

6 -�)RUG�DQG�-�1RODQ��¶5HJXODWLQJ�7UDQVSDUHQF\�RQ�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�DQG�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�
LQ�&RUSRUDWH�6XSSO\�&KDLQV��7KH�'LVFUHSDQF\�%HWZHHQ�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�'XH�'LOLJHQFH�
and the Social Audit’, $XVWUDOLDQ�-RXUQDO�RI �+XPDQ�5LJKWV, vol. 26, issue 1, 2020, pp. 
27–45, https://doi.org/10.1080/1323238X.2020.1761633; L Lee, M M Chu, and A 
$QDQWKDODNVKPL�� ¶0DOD\VLD·V�/DERXU�$EXVH�$OOHJDWLRQV� D�5LVN� WR�([SRUW�*URZWK�
Model’, 5HXWHUV, 22 December 2021, retrieved 1 June 2025, https://www.reuters.com/
ZRUOG�DVLD�SDFLÀF�PDOD\VLDV�ODERXU�DEXVH�DOOHJDWLRQV�ULVN�H[SRUW�JURZWK�
model-2021-12-21.

7 J Fudge, &RQVWUXFWLQJ�0RGHUQ� 6ODYHU\��/DZ��&DSLWDOLVP�� DQG�8QIUHH�/DERXU, Cambridge 
8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������*�/H%DURQ��-�5�3OLOH\��DQG�'�:�%OLJKW��HGV����)LJKWLQJ�0RGHUQ�
6ODYHU\� DQG�+XPDQ�7UDIÀFNLQJ��+LVWRU\� DQG�&RQWHPSRUDU\�3ROLF\, Cambridge University 
Press, 2021. 
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Government responses have been multi-faceted. One cornerstone has been the 
passage of  ‘home state regulation’,8 including transparency and due diligence 
legislation, sometimes also referred to as ‘modern slavery laws’.9 The United 
6WDWHV��86��6WDWH�RI �&DOLIRUQLD�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�WR�SLRQHHU�DQG�HQDFW�D�W\SH�RI �ODZ�
that became known as ‘transparency regulation’,10 with its 7UDQVSDUHQF\�LQ�6XSSO\�
&KDLQV�$FW (2010).11 This Act required large companies undertaking business in 
the state to publish an annual statement disclosing what efforts, if  any, they were 
taking to address modern slavery in supply chains. Similar laws were passed in 
the United Kingdom (0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW ����) and then countries across Europe 
and elsewhere. Some pieces of  legislation combine features of  both transparency 
DQG�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�GXH�GLOLJHQFH��+5''���H�J��WKH�1RUZHJLDQ�7UDQVSDUHQF\�$FW—
Forbrukertilsynet, 2022), as will be discussed below. Overlapping with these 
efforts, governments used other levers to address forced labour in supply chains, 
including integrating labour standards into trade deals, enacting and enforcing 
import bans on goods made with forced labour, and advancing international 
cooperation, such as through the International Labour Organization or G7. 

These developments are often heralded as a turning point, and there is optimism 
that governments’ use of  their power to address forced labour in global trade will 
UHSODFH�LQHIIHFWLYH�YROXQWDU\�&65�ZLWK�PRUH�HIIHFWLYH�IRUPV�RI �SXEOLF�JRYHUQDQFH��
However, I caution in this article that state-led anti-forced labour and human 
WUDIÀFNLQJ�JRYHUQDQFH�LV�QRW�D�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG�UHSODFHPHQW�RI �&65��UDWKHU��PDQ\�
UHFHQW�JRYHUQPHQW�HIIRUWV�KDYH�UHLQIRUFHG�&65�DQG�H[SDQGHG�WKH�PDUNHW��UROH��
DQG�JRYHUQDQFH�SRZHU�RI �XQDFFRXQWDEOH�SULYDWH�DFWRUV��LQFOXGLQJ�DXGLWLQJ�ÀUPV��
GDWD�DQDO\WLFV�DQG�DUWLÀFLDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH��$,��FRPSDQLHV��DQG�FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�ERGLHV��

Similar themes are explored elsewhere in the scholarly literature. For instance, 
VWXGLHV�KDYH�VKHG�OLJKW�RQ�WKH�SRZHU�DQG�SURÀWV�RI �WKH�HQIRUFHPHQW�LQGXVWU\�WKDW�
KDV�HPHUJHG�LQ�WKH�ZDNH�RI �01(�&65�FRPPLWPHQWV�12 the ways that industry-
led technocratic tools are being mobilised to foster an ‘ethics of  detachment’ 
wherein MNEs push due diligence responsibilities downwards within the  

8 *�/H%DURQ� DQG�$�5�KPNRUI�� ¶6WHHULQJ�&65�7KURXJK�+RPH�6WDWH�5HJXODWLRQ��$�
Comparison of  the Impact of  the UK Bribery Act and Modern Slavery Act on Global 
Supply Chain Governance’, *OREDO�3ROLF\, vol. 8, issue S3, 2017, pp. 15–28, https://
doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.12398.

9 Fudge.
10 /H%DURQ�DQG�5�KPNRUI�������
11 N Phillips, G LeBaron, and S Wallin, 0DSSLQJ�DQG�0HDVXULQJ�WKH�(IIHFWLYHQHVV�RI �/DERXU�

5HODWHG�'LVFORVXUH�5HTXLUHPHQWV� IRU�*OREDO� 6XSSO\�&KDLQV, ,QWHUQDWLRQDO�/DERXU�2IÀFH��
Geneva, 2018.

12 LeBaron, 2020.
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supply chain,13 how marketised logics and discourses have come to shape anti-
WUDIÀFNLQJ�ZRUN�14 and, as Judy Fudge has adeptly argued, how modern slavery 
laws ‘divert attention from the underlying structures and processes that generate 
exploitation’15 instead of  tackling corporate power and business models. This 
article builds on these insights, sharply emphasising the often overlooked reality 
WKDW�JRYHUQPHQW�UHJXODWLRQV�DURXQG�IRUFHG�ODERXU�DQG�KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ�UHLQIRUFH�
&65� DQG� H[SDQG� WKH� SRZHU� RI � SULYDWH� DFWRUV��*LYHQ� WKDW� �����PDUNHG� WKH�
WZHQW\�ÀIWK�DQQLYHUVDU\�RI �WKH�7UDIÀFNLQJ�3URWRFRO³D�NH\�ODXQFKLQJ�SRLQW�IRU�
JOREDO�DQWL�IRUFHG�ODERXU�DQG�WUDIÀFNLQJ�JRYHUQDQFH�HIIRUWV³LW�LV�DQ�RSSRUWXQH�
moment to holistically take stock of  governance trends and to consider the 
strongest route forward. 

To develop this argument and synthesis, I marshal evidence on the failures 
RI �&65� WKDW� ,� KDYH� FROOHFWHG� �DW� WLPHV� LQ� FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK� FROOHDJXHV��� WKH�
full methodologies for these studies are published elsewhere. I also draw on 
exploratory desk-based research conducted in 2025 around the expanding role 
and power of  private actors in supply chain governance. This has been gathered 
through publicly available information, including from records related to United 
Kingdom parliamentary and other public policy proceedings, as well as websites 
RI � VXSSO\� FKDLQ� YHULÀFDWLRQ� FRPSDQLHV�� DXGLW�� DVVXUDQFH�� DQG� DGYLVRU\�ÀUPV��
LQYHVWRU� LQLWLDWLYHV��ULVN�DVVHVVPHQW�WHFKQRORJ\�ÀUPV��DQG�RWKHU�SULYDWH�DFWRUV�
relevant to forced labour in supply chains. I also mobilise research by other 
VFKRODUV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG��

The Return of the State

In the 2010s, amidst growing disillusionment with lacking progress in relation to 
MNE commitments to address modern slavery in supply chains, activists within 
WKH� RYHUODSSLQJ� DQWL�VODYHU\�IRUFHG� ODERXU�KXPDQ� WUDIÀFNLQJ� DUHQDV� VWHSSHG�
up pressures on governments to enforce labour standards in global supply 
chains; this echoed calls from the ‘anti-sweatshop’ movement in the late 1990s. 
Much of  the energy focused on lobbying the ‘home states’ of  MNEs—in other 
words, the countries in which large corporations leading global supply chains 
are incorporated—to create and enforce requirements on MNEs. The hope for 
‘home state’ regulation was that if  the governments of  Global North countries 
in which MNEs were based imposed new requirements on corporations to be 
transparent about their global supply chains, consumers in those countries would 
make more ethical purchasing decisions. 

13 *�$�6DUIDW\�DQG�5�'HEHUGW��¶6XSSO\�&KDLQ�*RYHUQDQFH�DW�D�'LVWDQFH·��/DZ�	�6RFLDO�
,QTXLU\, vol. 49, issue 2, 2023, pp. 1036–1059, https://doi.org/10.1017/lsi.2023.17. 

14 Shih.
15 Fudge. 



G LeBaron

23

There are two distinct types of  home state regulation relevant to addressing 
IRUFHG�ODERXU�DQG�KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ�LQ�VXSSO\�FKDLQV��WKRXJK�DV�PHQWLRQHG�DERYH��
RFFDVLRQDOO\��OHJLVODWLRQ�KDV�DGRSWHG�IHDWXUHV�RI �ERWK��7KH�ÀUVW�LV�WUDQVSDUHQF\�
legislation, which, generally speaking, requires companies to publicly disclose any 
HIIRUWV�WR�LGHQWLI\�RU�DGGUHVV�IRUFHG�ODERXU�DQG�KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ�LQ�WKHLU�VXSSO\�
chains. This style of  legislation does not generally require companies to undertake 
action towards detecting, preventing, addressing, or remediating forced labour 
RU� KXPDQ� WUDIÀFNLQJ�� UDWKHU�� WUDQVSDUHQF\� OHJLVODWLRQ� UHTXLUHV� GLVFORVXUH³RU�
transparency—about the efforts in which companies choose to engage. For 
instance, the United Kingdom’s 0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW����� simply requires companies 
to report on any effort they make to detect and address modern slavery and to 
post this information on their website. 

The second type of  regulation is human rights due diligence legislation. Partially 
as a response to the widespread perception that transparency legislation has been 
of  limited effectiveness in spurring change in relation to forced labour in supply 
chains, another form of  legislation has emerged to require action by companies. 
Broadly speaking, according to the United Nations *XLGLQJ�3ULQFLSOHV�RQ�%XVLQHVV�
DQG�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�� RIWHQ� UHIHUUHG� WR� DV� WKH� ¶5XJJLH�3ULQFLSOHV·�� KXPDQ� ULJKWV�
GXH�GLOLJHQFH�LV�GHÀQHG�DV�LQYROYLQJ�IRXU�GXWLHV�IRU�FRPSDQLHV�����7KH\�VKRXOG�
assess and identify actual or potential adverse human rights impacts; 2) They 
should form and implement a plan of  action to address these; 3) They should 
effectively monitor measures taken; and 4) They should issue reports on actions 
taken and their outcomes. Due diligence approaches are seen as more stringent 
than transparency alone, since they generally require corporations to identify and 
assess human rights risks and prevent and remedy abuses. However, the degree 
WR�ZKLFK�WKHVH�SULQFLSOHV�KDYH�EHHQ�UHÁHFWHG� LQ� OHJLVODWLRQ�KDV� ODUJHO\�EHHQ�D�
PDWWHU�RI �SROLWLFDO�FRQWHVWDWLRQ��ZLWK�LQGXVWU\� OREE\LQJ�LQÁXHQFLQJ�UHJXODWRU\�
efforts.16 As noted, some pieces of  legislation combine features of  transparency 
and human rights due diligence. 

Governments passed a wave of  home state regulation, which included California’s 
7UDQVSDUHQF\� LQ�6XSSO\�&KDLQV�$FW (2012), the US 'RGG²)UDQN�:DOO�6WUHHW�5HIRUP�
DQG�&RQVXPHU�3URWHFWLRQ�$FW���������ZKLFK�UHJXODWHV��DPRQJ�RWKHU�WKLQJV��FRQÁLFW�
minerals), the UK 0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW ���� (which includes a transparency in 
supply chains clause), and France’s &RUSRUDWH�'XW\�RI �9LJLODQFH�/DZ (2017). These 
laws varied by stringency, with the least stringent iterations (e.g. UK or California) 
being pure transparency laws; in general, this type of  legislation encourages 
companies to report on efforts to address and prevent modern slavery, but it 
does not have standardised or required indicators for their reporting or enforce 

16 P Schleifer and L Fransen, ‘Smart Mix Politics: Business Actors in the Formulation 
RI �*OREDO�6XSSO\�&KDLQ�5HJXODWLRQ·��5HYLHZ�RI �,QWHUQDWLRQDO�3ROLWLFDO�(FRQRP\, vol. 31, 
issue 6, 2024, pp. 1710–1734, https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2024.2367582.
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penalties for non-compliance, nor does it require actual improvements in labour 
VWDQGDUGV��7KH�MXVWLÀFDWLRQ�IRU�WKLV�DSSURDFK�KDV�JHQHUDOO\�EHHQ�WKDW�JRYHUQPHQWV�
are encouraging companies to share information to guide purchasing decisions, 
so that consumers could ‘vote with their dollar’. In other words, this legislation 
largely focuses on disclosure around any voluntary efforts taken to address the 
problem, rather than placing new requirements on companies to do so.

Another way that governments have stepped up their anti-forced labour 
efforts is through import bans on goods made with forced labour. Anti-slavery 
organisations, including Walk Free, have celebrated import bans as a way for 
states to punish companies or countries heavily reliant on forced labour by halting 
their access to key consumer markets, such as in the US, Canada, and Europe.17 
)RU�LQVWDQFH��WKH�86�ZDV�ÀUVW�WR�SURKLELW�WKH�LPSRUW�RI �JRRGV�PDGH�ZLWK�IRUFHG�
labour by amending section 307 of  its 7DULII �$FW of  1930, and the EU Parliament 
adopted a proposal to ban all products made with forced labour in 2022. Further 
initiatives seek to ban the import of  forced labour-made goods in certain sectors 
�H�J��(8�UHJXODWLRQ����������IRFXVHV�RQ�PLQHUDOV�DQG�PHWDOV��RU�IURP�VSHFLÀF�
countries or regions (e.g. the US 8\JKXU�)RUFHG�/DERU�3UHYHQWLRQ�$FW in 2021). Table 
1 provides an indicative list of  some key policy developments to help illustrate 
the types of  action states and international organisations like the United Nations 
have recently taken.

Table 1: Indicative Key Policy Developments Since 2010

17 6HH��IRU�LQVWDQFH��:DON�)UHH��¶,PSRUWLQJ�5LVN·��Q�G���UHWULHYHG����0D\�������KWWSV���
ZZZ�ZDONIUHH�RUJ�JOREDO�VODYHU\�LQGH[�ÀQGLQJV�LPSRUWLQJ�ULVN��

2011 8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�*XLGLQJ�3ULQFLSOHV�RQ�%XVLQHVV�DQG�+XPDQ�5LJKWV
2012 United States State of  California, 7UDQVSDUHQF\�LQ�6XSSO\�&KDLQV�$FW
2014 (XURSHDQ�8QLRQ�� &65�5HSRUWLQJ�'LUHFWLYH�� 6LQJDSRUH�3UHYHQWLRQ� RI �+XPDQ�

7UDIÀFNLQJ�$FW
2015 United Kingdom, 0RGHUQ� 6ODYHU\�$FW� ����; United States Federal Acquisition 

5HJXODWLRQ�5XOH�RQ�&RPEDWWLQJ�7UDIÀFNLQJ�LQ�3HUVRQV
2016 Global 0DJQLWVN\�$FW; United Nations, Sustainable Development Goals
2017 France, &RUSRUDWH 'XW\�RI �9LJLODQFH�/DZ
2018 Australia, 0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW
2019 Netherlands, &KLOG�/DERU�'XH�'LOLJHQFH�/DZ��(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ��5HJXODWLRQ� RQ�

6XVWDLQDELOLW\�5HODWHG�'LVFORVXUH�LQ�WKH�)LQDQFLDO�6HFWRU
2021 Germany��6XSSO\�&KDLQ�$FW; Norway 7UDQVSDUHQF\�$FW
2022 -DSDQ��*XLGHOLQHV�RQ�5HVSHFWLQJ�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�LQ�5HVSRQVLEOH�6XSSO\�&KDLQV
2023 Canada, )LJKWLQJ�$JDLQVW�)RUFHG�/DERU�DQG�&KLOG�/DERU�LQ�6XSSO\�&KDLQV�$FW
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In addition to transparency and due diligence legislation as well as import bans, 
there are several other ways in which governments have recently taken on more 
active roles to combat forced labour in supply chains. These include: public 
procurement systems designed to ensure forced labour is not entering into 
government supply chains and government due diligence systems;18 ‘name and 
shame’ lists of  countries and entities who use forced labour (e.g. Brazil’s ‘Dirty 
List’ or the annual US Department of  Labor’s List of  Goods Produced by 
Child Labor or Forced Labor); the integration of  labour provisions into trade 
agreements;19 the establishment of  anti-slavery commissioners (e.g. Australia or 
8.��RU� VLPLODU� UROHV� �H�J��86�$PEDVVDGRU�DW�/DUJH� WR�&RPEDW�7UDIÀFNLQJ� LQ�
Persons); and international and multi-lateral cooperation, such as around legal 
frameworks and conventions.

But for all the excitement about governments taking on a more active role in 
tackling forced labour in supply chains, the evidence that these state initiatives are 
leading to meaningful improvements in working conditions, reduced prevalence 
or severity of  forced labour, or even stronger corporate accountability is thin. 
At a general level, while there is some variation across different models of 
transparency and due diligence legislation, academics and corporate accountability 
organisations have documented that these laws have done relatively little so far to 
VSXU�VLJQLÀFDQW�FKDQJHV�LQ�FRUSRUDWH�EHKDYLRXU�RU�EXVLQHVV�PRGHOV�20 One issue 
is that they have largely failed to reach the segments of  supply chains where the 
worst human rights violations are occurring, and there is a serious lack of  evidence 
demonstrating reduced occurrence of  forced labour on the ground.21 Another 
issue is that legislation can carry hidden costs, perverse effects, and unintended 
consequences. For instance, some scholars have argued that transparency and due 
diligence legislation simply shifts responsibility and potentially also liability for 
forced labour deeper into the supply chain where industry actors are less well- 

18 See, for instance: UK Parliament, ‘UK Parliament’s Modern Slavery Programme’, n.d., 
retrieved 6 February 2025, https://www.parliament.uk/about/modernslavery.

19 See, for instance: I Damjanovic and N de Sadeleer, ‘Labour Standards in International 
7UDGH�$JUHHPHQWV��$�5XOH�RI �/DZ�3HUVSHFWLYH·��(XURSHDQ�-RXUQDO�RI �5LVN�5HJXODWLRQ, 
vol. 15, issue 3, 2024, pp. 551–571, https://doi.org/10.1017/err.2024.82. 

20 See, for instance: L K E Hsin HW�DO., (IIHFWLYHQHVV�RI �6HFWLRQ����RI �WKH�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW��
(YLGHQFH�DQG�&RPSDUDWLYH�$QDO\VLV��0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�	�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�3ROLF\�	�(YLGHQFH�
Centre, February 2021; S New and L K E Hsin, ‘Deconstructing Modern Slavery 
Statements: A Detailed Analysis of  Arcadia Group and Babcock International’, 6651, 
2021, https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3768495; N Ahmad, S Haque, and M A Islam, 
¶0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�'LVFORVXUH�5HJXODWLRQV�LQ�WKH�*OREDO�6XSSO\�&KDLQ��$�:RUOG�6\VWHPV�
Perspective’, &ULWLFDO�3HUVSHFWLYHV�RQ�$FFRXQWLQJ, vol. 99, 2024, pp. 102677, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cpa.2023.102677. 

21 LeBaron, 2020.
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equipped to address and remediate it.22 No doubt, the original policy proposals 
put forward—informed by civil society, activists, experts, and others—may have 
EHHQ�PRUH�HIIHFWLYH�WKDQ�WKH�ÀQDO�HQDFWHG�YHUVLRQV�KDYH�HQGHG�XS�EHLQJ��DV�LV�WKH�
case for the UK 0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW�����.23 But that does not change the limited 
impacts that have been documented in the wake of  the legislation. 

At this point, there has been extensive analysis of  the challenges related to the 
design and implementation of  state legislation and initiatives when it comes 
to creating on-the-ground change for those experiencing forced labour and 
KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ�LQ�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�DQG�WKH�EXVLQHVV�PRGHOV�WKDW�SHUSHWXDWH�LW��
+RZHYHU��WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�PXFK�OHVV�DQDO\VLV�RI �WKH�UROH�RI �&65�LQ�FRQWULEXWLQJ�
WR�SROLF\�LQHIIHFWLYHQHVV��$�VLJQLÀFDQW�REVWDFOH�LV�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�WKLV�ZDYH�RI�
JRYHUQPHQW�LQLWLDWLYHV�UHLQIRUFHV�&65�DQG�H[SDQGV�WKH�SRZHU�RI �SULYDWH�DFWRUV�
within anti-slavery governance.

Reinforcing CSR and the Power of Private Actors 

Many imagine a strict separation between public (e.g. state-based) regulation and 
SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH��H�J��&65���+RZHYHU��PRVW�VWDWH�LQLWLDWLYHV�KDYH�D�KLJK�GHJUHH�
RI �K\EULGLW\��ZLWK�SXEOLF�LQLWLDWLYHV�UHLQIRUFLQJ�SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH�DQG�&65��7KLV�
LV�FRQFHUQLQJ�LQVRIDU�DV�LW�LV�IXHOOLQJ�WKH�SURÀWV�DQG�JURZWK�RI �01(V�DV�ZHOO�DV�
the market, role, and governance power of  unaccountable private actors, including 
DXGLWLQJ�ÀUPV��GDWD�DQDO\WLFV�DQG�$,�FRPSDQLHV��DQG�FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�ERGLHV��,QGLYLGXDO�
private actors cannot be assumed D� SULRUL� to limit governance efforts around 
forced labour, and there is certainly a high degree of  variation in the role played 
E\�WKHVH�DFWRUV��IRU�LQVWDQFH��DPRQJVW�DVVXUDQFH�DQG�DGYLVRU\�ÀUPV��LQ�WKH�TXDOLW\�
of  service provided). However, taken together, the degree to which government 
legislation and initiatives rely on private actors and action is concerning. 

There are several different types of  private actors involved in the delivery of 
anti-slavery governance. These include: standard setters (including MNEs), ethical 
FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV� DQG� VWDQGDUGLVDWLRQ�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�� YHULÀFDWLRQ� DQG�
assurance organisations, including social auditors and civil society organisations; 

22 See, for instance: T Barkay HW�DO���¶$QWL�7UDIÀFNLQJ�&KDLQV��$QDO\]LQJ�WKH�,PSDFW�RI�
Transparency Legislation in the UK Construction Sector’, /DZ�	�6RFLDO�,QTXLU\, vol. 
49, issue 4, 2024, pp. 2152–2183, https://doi.org/10.1017/lsi.2024.6; Sarfaty and 
'HEHUGW��5�9LMH\DUDVD�� ¶$�0LVVHG�2SSRUWXQLW\��+RZ�$XVWUDOLD�)DLOHG� WR�0DNH� LWV�
Modern Slavery Act a Global Example of  Good Practice’, $GHODLGH�/DZ�5HYLHZ, vol. 
40, issue 3, 2019, pp. 857–866.

23 *�/H%DURQ�DQG�$�5�KPNRUI��¶7KH�'RPHVWLF�3ROLWLFV�RI �&RUSRUDWH�$FFRXQWDELOLW\�
Legislation: Struggles Over the 2015 UK Modern Slavery Act’, 6RFLR�(FRQRPLF�5HYLHZ, 
vol. 17, issue 3, 2019, pp. 709–743, https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwx047.
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consulting and advisory organisations, including large companies offering 
consulting and advisory services across a range of  issues as well as smaller more 
VSHFLDOLVHG�FRPSDQLHV�IRFXVHG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�RQ�ODERXU�DQG�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�LVVXHV�DQG�
risks; and risk assessment organisations, including commercial data platforms, 
worker hotline and ‘voice’ technology, and shared traceability platforms.

7KH�FRPPHUFLDO�QDWXUH�RI �WKHVH�ÀUPV�DQG�WKH�SURSULHWDU\�QDWXUH�RI �WKHLU�GDWD�
and customer bases make it hard to gather comprehensive data on the scale of 
the industry and the evolution of  this over time. But a quick glance at MNE 
reporting under transparency and due diligence legislation reveals that they are 
deepening their reliance on private governance actors in response to new state anti-
slavery legislation and other initiatives. Companies covered under transparency 
and due diligence legislation are turning to social auditing, certifying, consulting, 
ULVN�DVVHVVPHQW��DQG�HWKLFDO�FHUWLÀFDWLRQ��)RU�LQVWDQFH��$PD]RQ·V������VWDWHPHQW�
under the UK 0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW����� stated, ‘We expanded our supplier audit 
program to reach more of  Amazon’s global logistics network, conducting audits 
across third-party labour, service, and not-for-resale goods providers’,24 while 
.LQJÀVKHU·V������VWDWHPHQW�XQGHU�WKH�VDPH�$FW�VD\V��¶,Q�������ZH�LQFUHDVHG�WKH�
number of  audits conducted at high-risk production sites’.25

*XLGDQFH�LVVXHG�E\�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�2IÀFH�RI �7UDGH�LQVWUXFWV�WKDW�WR�LGHQWLI\�
and correct problems to respond to or prevent application of  the import ban of 
goods made with forced labour, companies should conduct audits, noting ‘audits 
are useful tools to help companies identify forced labor risks’ and that corrective 
DFWLRQ�SODQV�ZKHUH�WKH�LPSRUW�EDQ�KDV�EHHQ�DSSOLHG�VKRXOG�LQFOXGH�DXGLW�ÀQGLQJV�26

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�UHLQIRUFLQJ�WKH�PDUNHW�IRU�&65��UHFHQW�VWDWH�LQLWLDWLYHV�KDYH�DOVR�
FRQWULEXWHG�WR�DQ�HYROXWLRQ�RI �WKH�UROH�WKDW�WKHVH�ÀUPV�SOD\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�JOREDO�
HFRQRP\��5LVN�PDSSLQJ�WHFKQRORJLHV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKRVH�UHOLDQW�RQ�$,��GDWD�IURP�
DXGLW�ÀUPV�� DQG� DXGLW� SODWIRUPV�� KDYH�EHFRPH�SLYRWDO� LQ� GHWHUPLQDWLRQV� DQG�
decision making around risk and the changing geography of  sourcing. Some 
of  these tools cross-reference sources to build layered pictures of  risk, which 
has allowed them to detect problems deeper in the supply chain. Furthermore, 

24 Amazon, 0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�6WDWHPHQW�����, n.d., retrieved 2 November 2025, https://
sustainability.aboutamazon.com/modern-slavery-statement.pdf.

25 .LQJÀVKHU��0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW�7UDQVSDUHQF\�6WDWHPHQW��������, June 2025, https://www.
NLQJÀVKHU�FRP�a�PHGLD�)LOHV�.�.LQJÀVKHU�3OF�8QLYHUVDO�GRFXPHQWV�
UHVSRQVLEOH�EXVLQHVV�5%�5HSRUW������.LQJÀVKHU�SOF�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�$FW�
Statement-2024-25.pdf.

26 8QLWHG�6WDWHV�&XVWRPV�DQG�%RUGHU�3URWHFWLRQ�2IÀFH�RI �7UDGH�)RUFHG�/DERU�'LYLVLRQ��
:LWKKROG�5HOHDVH�2UGHU��:52��DQG�)LQGLQJ�0RGLÀFDWLRQ�*XLGH��&%3�3XEOLFDWLRQ�1R�������
������ KWWSV���ZZZ�FES�JRY�VLWHV�GHIDXOW�ÀOHV���������)/'B:LWKKROGB5HOHDVHB
2UGHUBDQGB)LQGLQJB0RGLÀFDWLRQVB*XLGH�SGI��
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as MNEs divest or exit from regions or relationships, they rely heavily on these 
ÀUPV�WR�UHGHVLJQ�VXSSO\�FKDLQV��

,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��DQWL�VODYHU\�SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH�WRROV�DQG�ÀUPV�DUH�HYROYLQJ��7KH\�
are no longer simply about assisting MNEs and suppliers to achieve compliance. 
While this may on the face of  it seem like a positive phenomenon, there are several 
drawbacks that need to be considered. First, many of  these tools over-rely on 
inaccurate or highly partial data. Unfortunately, the underpinning data on forced 
labour that feeds risk maps and AI models is patchy, often misleading (e.g. when 
HQWLUH�FRXQWULHV�DUH�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�¶KLJK�ULVN·�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI �SRRU�TXDOLW\�GDWD27), 
compromised by fraud and fabrication (e.g. in the case of  audits), and tainted 
by geopolitics. 

6HFRQG��RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI �WKLV�KLJKO\�LQDFFXUDWH�GDWD��SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH�ÀUPV�DUH�
driving decision making in supply chains that heavily impacts workers’ lives. For 
instance, when MNEs disengage from suppliers based on audits or data provided 
E\�DQWL�VODYHU\�SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH�ÀUPV��YXOQHUDEOH�ZRUNHUV�FDQ�EH�PDGH�ZRUVH�
RII��LQFOXGLQJ�E\�ORVLQJ�WKHLU�MREV��LQFRPHV��DQG�HPSOR\PHQW�OLQNHG�EHQHÀWV�DQG�
social protection (e.g. meals provided in the company canteen). 

7KLUG�� ZKLOH� DQWL�VODYHU\� SULYDWH� JRYHUQDQFH� WRROV� DQG� ÀUPV� DUH� GULYLQJ�
considerable activity—such as exiting regions and divesting from supplier 
relationships—none of  this addresses the actual problem. MNEs are investing 
large amounts of  money in anti-slavery private governance in response to new 
state activity, but they are leaving entirely intact the business models that lead to 
IRUFHG�ODERXU�LQ�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH�28 While MNEs shift around the 
geography of  their supply chains using increasingly elaborate (and expensive) 
VHUYLFH�ÀUPV�DQG� LQIRUPDWLRQ�� WKH\�FRQWLQXH� WR�XVH� WKH�SXUFKDVLQJ�SUDFWLFHV��
FRQWUDFW�V\VWHPV��DQG�ÀQDQFLDO�V\VWHPV�WKDW�GULYH�WKH�EXVLQHVV�GHPDQG�IRU�IRUFHG�
labour within their supply chains. Meanwhile, workers suffer. 

The governance power of  these assurance, advisory, risk mapping, and standard-
VHWWLQJ�ÀUPV�LV�DFFHOHUDWLQJ��1RW�RQO\�DUH�WKH\�LQFUHDVLQJO\�GULYLQJ�VXSSO\�FKDLQ�
sourcing decisions in response to government legislation and import ban activity, 
EXW� WKH\� DUH� DOVR� LQÁXHQFLQJ� FRUSRUDWH� VWUDWHJ\� LQ�ZD\V� WKDW� XOWLPDWHO\� VHUYH�
WR�PDLQWDLQ�WKH�VWDWXV�TXR�RI �WKHLU�EXVLQHVV�PRGHOV�DQG�KHLJKWHQ�SURÀWDELOLW\��
Anti-slavery private governance industry actors are entirely unaccountable for 
the decisions and perceptions they inform, such as amongst MNEs or public 

27 A T Gallagher, ‘What’s Wrong with the Global Slavery Index?’, $QWL�7UDIÀFNLQJ�5HYLHZ, 
issue 8, 2017, pp. 90–112, https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.20121786. 

28 *�/H%DURQ��¶7KH�5ROH�RI �6XSSO\�&KDLQV�LQ�WKH�*OREDO�%XVLQHVV�RI �)RUFHG�/DERXU·��
-RXUQDO� RI � 6XSSO\�&KDLQ�0DQDJHPHQW, vol. 57, issue 2, 2021, pp. 29–42, https://doi.
org/10.1111/jscm.12258. 



G LeBaron

29

policymakers, or the consequences of  those decisions. 

)RU�LQVWDQFH��PXOWLSOH�ODZVXLWV�KDYH�EHHQ�ÀOHG�DJDLQVW�VRFLDO�DXGLW�ÀUPV�ZKR�KDYH�
failed to detect major problems at worksites and rubber-stamped their labour 
conditions, only for disasters to take place or forced labour to be discovered shortly 
DIWHUZDUGV��$W�WKH�WLPH�RI �ZULWLQJ��QRQH�RI �WKH�FODLPV�ÀOHG�KDYH�\HW�UHVXOWHG�LQ�
D�ÀQGLQJ�RI �OLDELOLW\�29 Private governance actors like social auditors are shaping 
critical decision making within supply chains, and yet, they have no accountability 
or liability for the consequences of  those decisions. 

This is not a coincidence, but rather is by design. In the face of  recent legislation 
DQG�LPSRUW�EDQV��01(V�KLULQJ�SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH�ÀUPV�DOORZV�WKHP�WR�DFKLHYH�
plausible deniability and demonstrate they are managing human rights risks in 
their supply chains, even where the actual abuses persist unchanged. The very 
DWWUDFWLYHQHVV�RI �WKH�SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH�LQGXVWU\�OLHV�LQ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�ÀUPV³OLNH�
social auditors—have no legal duty to those harmed by misleading audits, have 
extensive liability disclaimers (e.g. not being responsible for their accuracy), and 
face no consequences for false assurances. Yet, the presence of  these third parties 
dilutes the liability of  MNEs for problems occurring in their supply chains.

5DWKHU�WKDQ�JRYHUQPHQW�DQWL�VODYHU\�LQLWLDWLYHV�EHLQJ�PHW�E\�JUHDWHU�ZRUNSODFH�
inspection or meaningful change in business models or sourcing practices to 
facilitate higher labour standards in supply chains, the regulatory push has been 
met with greater reliance on weak private governance systems. Private actors 
have growing power to shape labour standards and determine which workers 
are able to be part of  global supply chains, but without democratic legitimacy, 
public accountability, or legal liability. This allows MNEs to externalise risk while 
appearing to be compliant with new government regulation and facilitates the 
JURZWK�RI �DQ�LQGXVWU\�WKDW�ZLHOGV�FRQVLGHUDEOH�LQÁXHQFH�EXW�ZLWKRXW�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�
or liability. 

Conclusion

A potential hidden cost of  the new wave of  government action on forced labour 
LV�WKDW�LW�KDV�GHHSHQHG�WKH�SRZHU�DQG�SURÀWV�RI �WKH�SULYDWH�JRYHUQDQFH�LQGXVWU\��
This deserves more attention and serious consideration and study by scholars 
and civil society groups. While those involved in bringing about the greater role 
of  governments in tackling forced labour in supply chains are understandably 
excited about the progress they are making, and have argued that even weak 

29 %XVLQHVV�	�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�5HVRXUFH�&HQWUH��6RFLDO�$XGLW�/LDELOLW\��+DUG�/DZ�6WUDWHJLHV�
WR�5HGUHVV�:HDN�6RFLDO�$VVXUDQFHV, September 2021, https://media.business-humanrights.
RUJ�PHGLD�GRFXPHQWV�([HFXWLYHB6XPPDU\B(1B����B&/$B$QQXDOB%ULHÀQJ�SGI��
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laws can be incrementally built upon and strengthened, it is equally important to 
examine recent developments through a wide-angle lens with a focus on outcomes 
and long-term consequences. What are the hidden costs, perverse effects, and 
unintended consequences of  new state initiatives?

In this article, I have argued that a key trend that needs to be carefully considered 
and further investigated is the evolving relationship between public and private 
anti-slavery governance. The interplay between these is not new. Indeed, home 
state regulation was from the outset informed by voluntary business and human 
rights principles that relied on private governance power and tools to succeed. 
7KH�¶5XJJLH�3ULQFLSOHV·��IRU�LQVWDQFH��ZKLFK�LQIRUPHG�SXEOLF�SROLF\�GLVFXVVLRQV�
leading to home state regulation, emphasise a corporate responsibility to respect 
human rights; they are frequently referenced as the key policy framework carving 
RXW�D�UROH�IRU�&65�ZLWKLQ�JOREDO�KXPDQ�ULJKWV�JRYHUQDQFH�

Nevertheless, the interlinkages and overlaps are becoming more consequential 
and complex. As legislation and import bans drive deepening reliance on private 
governance, this industry is generating abrupt shifts in sourcing patterns and 
VXSSO\� FKDLQ� UHODWLRQVKLSV��:KLOH� KXQGUHGV� RI � ÀUPV� DUH� JHQHUDWLQJ�PLOOLRQV�
of  dollars from these developments, it is important to look carefully at the 
consequences for workers, and for labour governance of  global supply chains 
more broadly.  

After more than a decade of  home state legislation, there is still very little evidence 
that this is leading to concrete improvements for workers in supply chains, 
never mind a net reduction of  forced labour. And it may be creating a situation 
where workers in entire regions or worksites are losing access to jobs in global 
supply chains—no doubt, sometimes informed by genuine human rights risks, 
but given the problems noted above with the underpinning data used by private 
DQWL�VODYHU\�JRYHUQDQFH�ÀUPV��LW�LV�DOVR�SRVVLEOH�WKDW�VXFK�ORVVHV�DUH�DQFKRUHG�LQ�
faulty or simply inaccurate information. In a world where precarity and poverty 
are widespread and decent employment opportunities in short supply, decisions 
to redraw supply chains to leave out suppliers or regions can have major, life-
changing consequences for workers already struggling.

7DNHQ�DV�D�ZKROH��WKH�JURZLQJ�SRZHU�DQG�SURÀW�LQ�SULYDWH�DQWL�VODYHU\�JRYHUQDQFH�
is unlikely to be a positive phenomenon for labour governance in global supply 
chains more broadly. Not only is this facilitating the ongoing growth and 
monopolisation of  MNEs and helping them to evade consequences for the 
human rights issues hard-wired into their business models, but it is bestowing 
governance power and decision making onto scarcely known and under-studied 
ÀUPV��$V�PHQWLRQHG��WKHVH�ÀUPV�DUH�QRW�DFFRXQWDEOH�WR�WKH�SXEOLF�QRU�WR�WKH�
ZRUNHUV�ZKRVH�OLYHV�DUH�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WKHLU�GHFLVLRQV�DQG�DGYLFH��DQG�WKH\�HDVLO\�
evade liability and muddy the waters of  corporate accountability while enabling 
MNEs to do the same. 
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,I �FXUUHQW�WUHQGV�FRQWLQXH��ZH�DUH�RQ�WUDFN�IRU����PRUH�\HDUV�RI �&65�UHLQIRUFHG�
and rubber-stamped by governments, such as through home state regulation. At 
the same time, we are unlikely to see meaningful and effective action by states that 
will improve labour standards and address forced labour. There is a need for much 
bolder and more ambitious government action than we have seen to date. Just as 
governments were willing to challenge and put enormous pressure on business 
models reliant on slavery when they made it illegal in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, governments need to be willing to transform the status quo of 
contemporary business models reliant on forced labour. This will require sweeping 
changes to corporate and supply chain governance that touch upon everything 
IURP�ÀGXFLDU\�GXW\�DQG�YDOXH�VKDUH�DQG�GLVWULEXWLRQ�WR�MRLQW�OLDELOLW\�DQG�ODERXU�
law enforcement. No doubt, this is far more challenging to build coalitions and 
political momentum around compared to a toothless transparency law, but it is 
what is needed to meaningfully address forced labour in supply chains. 

In a world where civil society organisations, unions, and even academics face 
pressure to show return on investment and impact, it is challenging to prioritise 
large structural change over smaller more achievable wins. But these wins come 
with hidden costs, and some risk perpetuating harm to the populations they claim 
to help. Keeping these hidden costs in clear view changes calculations around 
‘wins’, raising questions about who is winning, and whether these wins are coming 
DW�D�FRVW�IRU�ZRUNHUV��7KDW�UHFHQW�VWDWH�LQLWLDWLYHV�KDYH�VRZHG�WKH�VHHGV�IRU�&65�
to take on an even more decisive and powerful role in labour governance is 
certainly a very high cost. 

Genevieve LeBaron is Distinguished Professor of  Global Supply Chain 
Governance at Simon Fraser University (Vancouver, Canada) and Co-Principal 
,QYHVWLJDWRU� RI �5H�6WUXFWXUH�/DE��+HU� UHVHDUFK� IRFXVHV� RQ� ODERXU� ULJKWV� DQG�
standards in the global economy and the governance of  supply chains. She is 
the author or editor of  four books, including )LJKWLQJ�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\�DQG�+XPDQ�
7UDIÀFNLQJ��+LVWRU\� DQG�&RQWHPSRUDU\�3ROLF\� �ZLWK� -HVVLFD�5��3OLOH\� DQG�'DYLG�:��
Blight, Cambridge University Press, 2021) and &RPEDWWLQJ�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\��:K\�
/DERXU�*RYHUQDQFH� LV�)DLOLQJ�DQG�:KDW�:H�&DQ�'R�$ERXW� ,W� (Polity Press, 2020). 
She serves on the UK Parliament’s Modern Slavery and Supply Chain Advisory 
Group and works closely with international organisations, government agencies, 
and others to strengthen governance to address forced labour in supply chains. 
(PDLO��JHQHYLHYHBOHEDURQ#VIX�FD�


