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T he issue of modern slavery 
continues to be a very sensitive topic 
within the private sector. Because 

this issue is new and often hard to address 
within a business context, many companies 
don’t know how to begin the process of 
engaging. With a range of new legisla-

tion related to modern slavery, 
increasing numbers of lawsuits 
against corporations, and wider 
media attention, ignoring this 
issue is no longer an option. 

Addressing the business risk
For a number of years, the 
only private sector regulations 

addressing modern slavery were non-bind-
ing guidelines issued by the United Nations 
and other international organizations. 
Recently, however, the legal landscape has 
changed with new domestic laws coming 

into force that address companies’ modern 
slavery accountability. 

So, let’s look at some of the key features 
of these regulations. The state of California 
in the United States passed the first piece of 
legislation to engage the private sector on 
modern slavery. The California Transparency 
in Supply Chains Act, which came into effect 
in 2012, requires retailers and manufacturers 
who do business in California and have 
annual worldwide revenues exceeding 
$100 million to disclose their efforts to 
eradicate slavery and human trafficking from 
their supply chains. The Act requires that the 
disclosure be made on company websites, 
giving consumers the power of information.1 

A second, more comprehensive piece 
of legislation is the UK Modern Slavery 
Act, section 54, which came into force 
October 2015.2 It requires any “commer-
cial organizations” that provide goods 
or services, do business in the United 
Kingdom, and have worldwide turnover 
of at least £36 million to publish a yearly 

Modern slavery and the private 
sector: Sequencing of efforts
 » With new legislation, potential lawsuits, increased media coverage, and campaigns to name and shame businesses, the 
potential business risk associated with modern slavery cannot be ignored. 

 » Companies that examine the issue of modern slavery as a business risk often go through an introspective journey that 
provides new, meaningful insights into their supply chains.

 » When a business takes on this issue and includes their workforce in the process, there is often a great deal of employee 
pride—their employees recognize and appreciate that their leadership cares. 

 » A lot of useful information is already out there that will not force companies to choose between what is right, what is 
sustainable, and what is profitable.

 » Doing good and being profitable are not mutually exclusive; they can be complementary.

by Matt Friedman

Friedman

Matt Friedman (matt.friedman@themekongclub.org) is CEO of The 
Mekong Club in Hong Kong.
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statement describing the steps they are 
taking to ensure that slavery is not taking 
place in their supply chains or businesses. 
This statement must be approved by the 
board and signed by a director. 

Similar legislation to the UK Modern 
Slavery Act is now being discussed in the 
European Union (EU), Australia, Hong Kong, 
and other countries, which might include 
more severe penalties for non-compliance. 

In 2016, there were significant changes to 
the US Tariff Act under the Trade Facilitation 
and Trade Enforcement Act. These gave 
Customs and Border Protection authorities 
the power to seize goods suspected to have 
been produced with forced labor wholly or 
in part in any foreign country. The Tariff Act 
is significant, because it allows “any person 
who has a reason to believe” that merchan-
dise is being produced with forced labor to 
file petitions with the authorities and alert 
them.3 Companies associated with the seized 
goods have three months to demonstrate 
that they are clean. 

Other recent pieces of legislation that 
address companies’ accountability for modern 
slavery include France’s “duty of care” law, 
which addresses companies’ impact on the 
environment and human rights, regula-
tions in the US and EU that target specific 
commodities such as conflict minerals, and 
the US anti-human trafficking provisions, 
which cover the US federal government’s 
procurement processes. This legislative shift 
has prompted the private sector to recognize 
that addressing slavery is now a business 
imperative.

The steps through this journey
After six years of working with the private 
sector to help address the risk of modern slav-
ery, the Mekong Club has found that many 
companies appear to follow a distinct set 
of steps through this journey (see Figure 1). 
Although each sector may respond differ-
ently, this trend has been observed within the 
finance/banking, manufacturing, retail, IT, 
and hospitality sectors. 

Figure 1: Steps to preventing modern slavery

This image was prepared by the Mekong Club and is used with permission.
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Below is a summary of the evolution of 
actions over time (see Table 1 on page 67).

Understanding
Many companies start out not knowing 
anything about the issue of modern slavery. 
Evolving factors that pose a potential busi-
ness and reputational risk prompt a company 
to begin seeking information. This could be 
through online searches, attending sessions 
at conferences, in-house films, technical sup-
port from an non-governmental organization 
(NGO)/consultancy, or bringing in an outside 
speaker to create awareness. 

Commitment
Once this information 
has been collected and 
analyzed, many com-
panies decide to move 
forward to establish 
an internal governance 
system to assign respon-
sibilities to employees 
to take action. These 
employees often work 
in areas such as legal, 
communications, corpo-
rate social responsibility 
(CSR), procurement, 
compliance, and risk assessment. Once this 
process has been completed, the initial steps 
often include reviewing internal and external 
policies, codes of conduct, and contract lan-
guage with partners/suppliers to ensure the 
organization is in line with prevailing trends 
and legal obligations. Many companies also 
develop an internal action plan to outline the 
steps that they will follow, along with the 
human and financial resources required. 

Action
Having committed to this action plan, many 
companies carry out internal risk assessments 

to identify any vulnerability within their 
businesses. For banks, this might include iden-
tifying suspicious transactions that could be 
linked to modern slavery and pose a risk of 
being fined for money laundering. For man-
ufacturers, this might include looking deeper 
within their supply chains to ensure that 
there are no exploitative labor practices. For 
example, there are important ways in which 
companies can address the risk of modern 
slavery in supply chains and business. 

A sample of approaches that compli-
ance officers can use when doing their due 
diligence efforts includes:

 · Internal and external policies related to 
modern slavery can be put in place or fine-

tuned. These include 
codes of conduct, annual 
compliance certifica-
tions, standard contract 
language, due diligence 
questionnaires, and 
supplier statements of 
conformity.

 · Purchasing 
practices can be revised 
and tailored toward 
a more responsible 
approach. This includes 
costing, production 

cycle forecasting, and suppliers’ workload 
management. 

 · Supply chain mapping efforts can aim for 
a complete product traceability, from raw 
material to finished goods, which helps 
to conduct effective risk assessments to 
identify potential modern slavery vulner-
abilities at all levels. This exercise can 
engage a range of company employees, 
including legal, CSR, supply chain 
management, risk, and HR.

 · Investigative audits can be carried out 
among new and existing suppliers that 
illuminate the real conditions faced by 

Many companies 
carry out internal risk 

assessments to identify 
any vulnerability within 

their businesses.
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workers throughout the supply chain. For 
example, these investigations should verify 
that all workers have written employment 
contracts in a language they understand, 
contracts have not been substituted at 
either source or destination, and contracts 
are compliant with local labor laws.

 · Companies can ensure that grievance 
mechanisms such as phone apps or third-
party hotlines are offered to workers. 
These allow people to provide valuable 
feedback about their working conditions in 
a safe way.

 · Capacity development programs can be 
put in place to equip suppliers with the 
right expertise and tools to start imple-
menting changes within their business 
operations, with the aim of cascading this 

knowledge and responsibility down the 
supply chain. 

All of these approaches will help 
compliance officers to conduct their own 
risk assessments and gain the support of the 
C-suite. 

Leadership
After implementing the actions listed above, 
some companies go one step further and begin 
looking for ways to move beyond the busi-
ness risk to actually offering proactive support 
to help address the problem. Actions related 
to this step might include employees seek-
ing to volunteer their time to help respond to 
the problem, mentoring within a company or 
across other companies, or offering donations 

STEP CATEGORY EXAMPLES. MY COMPANY…

UNDERSTANDING AWARENESS
•  Invites anti-trafficking experts to give talks 
•  Distributes awareness materials 
•  Organizes documentary/film screening for staff 

COMMITMENT

GOVERNANCE •  Assigns Responsibilities to employees to act on this issue 
•  Puts in place processes and procedures to ensure accountability 

POLICY
•  Puts in place or improves Codes of Conduct 
•  Puts in place or improves Internal/External policy statements 
•  Modifies Supplier contracts to include anti-slavery clauses 

ACTION

RESOURCES
•  Earmarks funding to address the issue 
•  Increases human resource time allocations  
•  Builds an IT infrastructure 
•  Seeks technical assistance 

RISK ASSESSMENT
•  Carries out at least one risk assessment 
•  Implements at least one strategy to ensure fair recruitment practices 
•  Puts in place at last one mechanism to collect worker voices 
•  Improves its purchasing practices 

CAPACITY BUILDING
•  Provides training to frontline staff/key departments 
•  Attends conferences 
•  Participates in workshops 

MONITORING •  Tracks our progress 
•  Measures our impact 

LEADERSHIP

VOLUNTEER •  Provides corporate support to NGOs 
•  Provides support through corporate individuals 

DONATE •  Fundraises for NGOs 
•  Contributes money to NGOs 

MENTOR •  Shares best practice internally/externally 
•  Works on internal/external outreach 

Table 1: Evolution of steps to prevent modern slavery.

This table was prepared by the Mekong Club and is used with permission.
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to civil society groups that focus on the prob-
lem. These companies choose to get involved 
for a variety of reasons. For some, it offers the 
chance to give something back to the commu-
nity or make a difference to the people around 
them. For others, it provides an opportunity to 
develop new skills or build on existing experi-
ence and knowledge for staff development. 

The Mekong Club has observed this 
sequence of events among a range of 
companies. Although the amount of time 
within each step may vary from business to 
business, the evolution appears to be consist-
ent and routine.

Companies stepping up and making a difference
Within a range of businesses based in Hong 
Kong, there are many 
good examples of the 
leadership stage.

Major airline
After learning about the 
issue of modern slavery 
and reviewing its own 
internal policies and 
procedures, a major 
Asian airline decided to 
broadcast a documen-
tary that addressed the 
issue of modern slavery 
on their international flights. This film ran for 
six months. The feedback from the general 
public was both positive and very supportive.

Major IT company
After learning about the issue of modern 
slavery and creating awareness among its 
employees, a major IT company decided to 
have a contest among its 10,000 staff. Each 
office was given a list of issues that NGOs 
often faced when addressing the issue of 
modern slavery. Their task was to come up 

with IT solutions in the form of a written pro-
posal. Six regional offices submitted proposals. 
Each was judged by a panel of experts. Prizes 
were offered for the first, second, and third 
places. The winning idea was then funded by 
the company.

Major bank
After learning about the issue and carrying 
out a number of awareness-raising events 
for its staff, volunteers within a major bank 
agreed to pull together a report that focused 
on criminal topologies. This report was a 
major step forward in the process of under-
standing the red flags associated with the 
issue of modern slavery. 

Major brokerage house
To help support the 
modern slavery sector, a 
major brokerage house 
offered one day of its 
profits to a modern slav-
ery NGO. Prior to this 
activity, the business had 
received a detailed pre-
sentation on the issue. 
This helped to motivate 
those involved to raise 
as much money as they 
could. 

Manufacturer
At quarterly working group meetings, senior 
compliance and risk officers provide mentor-
ing to less experienced peers. This exchange 
of information among competitors shows 
how companies are able to work together to 
address this issue.

Footwear and apparel companies
A major footwear and apparel com-
pany applied for and won a prestigious 

Volunteers within a 
major bank agreed 
to pull together a 

report that focused on 
criminal topologies.
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international anti-slavery award after having 
implemented procedures that gave them the 
confidence to enter the contest. 

These examples clearly illustrate the fact 
that companies that move through the process 
of understanding, committing, and then 
acting often graduate to a place where they 
accept responsibility for moving beyond the 
business risk. 

Beyond the business risk: Making profits while 
doing good

More and more companies are coming 
to realize that their efforts do not have to 
solely revolve around maximizing profits 
and expanding their business. There is an 
emerging trend among companies based in 
Asia to integrate the idea of “doing something 
for the greater good” into their corporate 
DNA. This goes beyond simple web-based 
CSR statements related to an organization’s 
policies and values, to integrating social values 
into action. This approach has a positive 

impact on the following areas: attracting 
young, talented employees who care about 
social issues; retaining employees; increasing 
staff morale; attracting potential investors; 
and connecting with socially conscientious 
customers. 

Finally, doing good and being profitable 
are not mutually exclusive. In fact, they can 
be complementary, and doing good can even 
offer a competitive advantage. Consumers 
respect companies that take a social stand. In 
addition, many employees express great pride 
and satisfaction when their leaders demon-
strate that they care. There is something 
inherently noble about a company taking on 
an issue like modern slavery and publicly 
saying, “We feel that this is wrong, and we 
feel compelled to do what we can to be part of 
the solution.” ✵

1.  California Transparency in Supply Chains Act (2015, April 1), 
State of California Department of Justice, http://bit.ly/2p4j03t.

2.  Modern Slavery Act of 2015, http://bit.ly/2NHOeLz
3.  Trade Facilitation and Trade Enforcement Act of 2015, Pub. L. 

No. 114-125, H.R. 644, 114th Cong. (2016), http://bit.ly/2Qt0DBK.
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