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INTRODUCTION

Modern slavery legislation has come into force in
Australia and has been in place in the UK for
several years now. Companies around the world
are in the swing of publishing statements and it
feels like the requirement for companies to look
inside their own operations and supply chains
every year should make a difference for the hidden
people who are the victims of modern slavery. In
addition, the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) aim to eradicate
forced labour, modern slavery and human
trafficking1. The current momentum behind
investor mapping and reporting against the SDGs
should work as an additional tailwind to reduce the
number of people in modern slavery around the
world.
However, despite these advances in disclosure, it is
likely that the number of modern slaves has
increased in recent years. A key reason behind this
is Covid-19; the massive disruption to global supply
chains coupled with physical border closures have
reduced transparency and increased the
vulnerability of at risk workers. We also note
proposed legislation in the US and other
jurisdictions that would ban imports from China’s
Xinjiang province in the absence of proof that they
are free from forced labour.

1

This legislation is in response to the alleged
detention of the Uyghur people and other ethnic
minorities in China’s Xinjiang province and
suspected mass transfer of these people from
Xinjiang to factories across China. These factors
combine to add opaqueness and complexity to the
next round of disclosure on modern slavery,
particularly for companies with Chinese supply
chains.
This article provides investors an update on
modern slavery developments. We describe the
impacts of the global pandemic, and recent
legislative efforts in the US and other jurisdictions
aimed at combatting modern slavery. We also
consider two case studies where forced labour
was found in infrastructure, an asset class at
particular risk of modern slavery. Finally, we
consider what these developments mean for
upcoming investor disclosure.
Modern slavery disclosure practices are still in their
infancy. Recent developments where more people
are being enslaved around the world present new
challenges for investors in terms of risk
identification, engagement and disclosure.
However, disclosure done right will mean investors
play a constructive role in the reduction and
eventual elimination of the archaic agony of
modern slavery.

https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-8-decent-work-and-economic-growth.html
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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN
MODERN SLAVERY

The Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic
Covid-19 has likely increased the incidence of
modern slavery around the world. Global supply
chains faced massive disruption as economies
began shutting down in March last year. Many
brands cancelled orders as global demand
plummeted and as a result, factories closed and
workers were laid off, particularly in the garment
industry. At the same time, there was a global
spike in demand for personal protective equipment
– things like face masks and hand sanitiser - and
factories quickly pivoted towards the manufacture
of these products. Such rapid change may have
meant new suppliers were not subjected to the
usual due diligence processes.
Vulnerable populations have been
disproportionately impacted by Covid-19, in terms
of both infection rates and negative economic
impacts. Workers in many emerging markets who
lost their jobs during the pandemic quickly became

desperate as they faced income loss, hunger and
debt, and this put these workers at higher risk of
exploitative work practices. Some became
stranded far from home, unable to travel due to
restrictions and without the financial means to
support themselves. Further, children who
stopped attending school were suddenly at higher
risk of forced labour practices.
Workers who did manage to keep their jobs were
at higher risk of contracting Covid-19, due to
crowded living conditions, lack of protective
equipment, an inability to socially distance, and
limited or no access to adequate healthcare.
Further, the pandemic-related global shutdown
meant physical inspections of factories became
impossible and this turned increasingly transparent
supply chains dark again. Many controls that were
in place for workers have been paused while global
borders are shut and human movement restricted.

Figure 1: Key Risks to Vulnerable Workers of the Covid-19 Global Pandemic
Workers stranded without
the means to support
themselves

Living and working
conditions pose health
risks

Restricted access to
testing, health care and sick
leave

Increase vulnerability as
economic downturn fuels
irregular migration

Reduced government and
private sector scrutiny

Xenophobia and
discrimination against
migrant workers

Remittances and welfare
of families in country of
origin

Impact on women
workers and the gender
implications of the crisis

Source: Walk Free, The Minderoo Foundation
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Modern Slavery Legislation Changes
The United States has proposed or enacted
modern slavery legislation over the past 12
months, firstly under the Trump Administration
and now continued by President Biden. In June
2020, the Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act passed
into law2, allowing the US to impose sanctions
against Chinese officials in response to alleged
human rights abuses being perpetrated on the
Uyghur people in China. A month later, the
Trump Administration banned 11 Chinese
companies from purchasing American technology,
again citing human rights violations in respect of
the Uyghur people3.
However, by far the most significant legislative
action recently has been the US’s Uyghur Forced
Labor Prevention Act4, a bill that was resoundingly
passed in September last year by the House of
Representatives 406 votes to 3. This bill would
ban imports from Xinjiang unless it can be proven
that imprisoned or coerced workers have not
been involved in their manufacture or production
and imposes sanctions on people responsible for
human rights violations. Further, it would require
public companies to certify to the US Securities
and Exchange Commission (SEC) that their
products are not made using forced labour in
Xinjiang and open them up to prosecution of
securities law violation if evidence of forced labour
was found. Importantly, this bill has not yet passed
into law and there have been reports of lobbying
from business groups and large companies
including Nike and Coca Cola seeking to water it
down5.

Similarly, in Australia there has been legislation6
proposed, seeking to ban goods produced by
Uyghur forced labour. This bill, an amendment to
the Customs Act 1901 was introduced in
December last year and has been referred to a
senate committee for inquiry and report due in
May 2021. We will continue to follow
developments in this space.
While there is currently no proposed legislative
change in the UK, the issue is on the Government’s
radar with the Business and Energy and Industrial
Strategy Committee releasing a report last month
on the issue of Uyghur forced labour in Xinjiang 7.
This report recommended the UK Government
accelerate changes to the Modern Slavery Act
2015 to increase transparency and ‘fully assess8’
options for targeted sanctions against businesses
implicated in human rights abuses in relation to
Uyghurs in Xinjiang. This report stated that ‘the
Government cannot stand idly by while some
companies keep operating with wilful blindness9’, and
called for greater disclosure including the
development of a white list of firms that have
taken ‘significant and clearly evidenced actions10’ in
respect of their exposure to Xinjiang supply chains
and a black list of firms that have ‘failed to provide
evidence that they do not have supply chain links to
Xinjiang or refuse to answer questions about possible
links11’.

A strengthened version of two previous bills – the Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act of 2019 and the UIGHUR Act.
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/3744
3
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/20/business/economy/china-sanctions-uighurs-labor.html
4
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/6210
5
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/29/business/economy/nike-coca-cola-xinjiang-forced-labor-bill.html
6
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_LEGislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=s1284
7
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/5095/documents/50752/default/
8
ibid
9
ibid
10
ibid
11
ibid
2
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On 23 March 2021, as geopolitical tensions
escalated over the issue of Xinjiang, the US, EU,
UK and Canada placed coordinated new sanctions,
including travel bans and asset freezes, on top
Chinese officials in relation to the human rights
abuses of Uyghurs.
Chinas response to this growing list of actions
from Western allies has been swift. China denies
the accusations made regarding its treatment of
the Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities.
Appearing at the United Nations Human Rights

Council in February 2021, Chinese Foreign Minister
Wang Yi asserted that ‘there has never been socalled genocide, forced labour or religious oppression in
Xinjiang. Such inflammatory accusations are
fabricated out of ignorance and prejudice, they are
simply malicious and politically driven hype and
couldn’t be further from the truth12’. And there has
been swift action against companies and people
that have made public statements or taken actions
relating to these allegations, including the ban of
global giant H&M from China’s two biggest online
retailers13.

Explainer: Xinjiang and the Uyghur People
It has been reported that as many as 1.8 million Uyghurs
and other ethnic minorities14 have been detained by the
Chinese government in the Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region (XUAR or Xinjiang). Amongst
other human rights violations, it is alleged that these
people are being systematically forced into labour in
Xinjiang and are now reportedly being transferred to
other parts of China.
Work completed in 2020 by the Australian Strategic
Policy Institute (ASPI)15 estimates more than 80,000
Uyghurs were transferred from Xinjiang to factories
around China between 2017 and 2019, and the
research notes this is a conservative estimate and likely
to be much higher. ASPI identified at least 27 factories
in nine Chinese provinces that are using Uyghur labour
transferred from Xinjiang since 2017. These factories
claim to be part of the supply chain of 82 well-known
brands in the technology, clothing and automotive
sectors, including Apple, BMW, Gap, Huawei, Nike,
Samsung, Sony and Volkswagen16. We note many of
the companies named by this research have publicly
refuted these links.

If true, the reported actions of the Chinese government
towards the Uyghur people and other ethnic minorities
would be tantamount to state sponsored modern
slavery, and this would add complexity to the working
definition of what reporting entities have been seeking
to eliminate over the past few years. Up until now,
companies and investors have been focussed on
modern slavery as something that largely exists deep in
complex supply chains, skilfully buried under layers of
laundered factories and manufacturing plants; it has
been this deft concealment that has made the detection
of modern slavery so difficult. In many instances,
investors have been able to work with the relevant
government to identify and reduce modern slavery risks.
The alleged plight of the Uyghur people changes this if
the perpetrator of their human misery is the Chinese
Government, as suggested by satellite images, survivor
stories, government documents, media reports, online
advertisements and academic research. While state
sponsored modern slavery is not new – in 2018, the
Global Slavery Index identifies North Korea, Eritrea and
Burundi as countries with the highest prevalence – the
premise that China, the rising global power, may be
involved makes Xinjiang and the Uyghur people a highly
contentious geopolitical issue.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-rights-idUSKBN2AM1UX
https://www.ft.com/content/7d1943b0-07f0-4c46-979a-9d1294886ea3
14
https://www.cecc.gov/sites/chinacommission.house.gov/files/documents/CECC%20Staff%20Report%20March%202020%20%20Global%20Supply%20Chains%2C%20Forced%20Labor%2C%20and%20the%20Xinjiang%20Uyghur%20Autonomous%20Region.
pdf. Other ethnic minorities include Kazakhs, Kyrgyz and Hui people.
15
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/uyghurs-sale
16
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/03/17/your-favorite-nikes-might-be-made-forced-labor-heres-why/
4
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MODERN
SLAVERY IN
CASE STUDIES
INFRASTRUCTURE ASSETS

Case Study 1: UK based Waste Management Asset
A common approach for investors looking for
modern slavery risks in their portfolios is to focus
on investments in higher risk countries and regions.
However, this approach is not foolproof, and this
was demonstrated in recent years with the
discovery of as many as 400 Polish nationals in the
UK that may have been victims of modern slavery,
human trafficking, fraud, deception, theft and
physical abuse17. The largest human trafficking
investigation ever to be undertaken in Europe,
known as Operation Fort, culminated in the arrest
of eight members of a Polish criminal gang in 2019.
The members of this Polish criminal gang are
estimated to have made more than £2 million from
the perpetration of modern slavery over the five
years to 201718.
There are many shocking facets to this discovery of
modern slavery, not the least of which was that
the enslaved people were hidden in plain sight in a
developed country. They were working in the UK,
a jurisdiction considered low risk for modern
slavery, and in the first tier of retail supply chains,
specifically the agriculture and food processing
sectors supplying all the main food retailers and
home improvement stores19. And while this
modern slavery started before the legislation came

into force in the UK, it continued for several years
thereafter.
This case has recently taken a new turn, in a
development that underlines to investors that
modern slavery is an especially tangible risk in
infrastructure assets. In January this year, three of
these people launched legal proceedings against
Biffa Waste Services Limited (‘Biffa’)20 as well as
employment agency Smart Solutions and its
umbrella company FS Commercial. They claim
that they were transported from Poland to the UK
in 2014 and 2015 where they worked for Biffa
(placed in this employment by Smart Solutions)
sorting rubbish on a conveyor belt21.
Biffa operates two mixed waste separation plants
in Leicester and West Sussex where recyclable
material is recovered, and residual waste is
prepared to be used to create energy from
waste22. The claimants say that while Biffa paid
them, these wages were deposited into bank
accounts that had been opened for them by the
Polish organised crime group and that they were
not able to access this pay23.

https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/1421/iasc-operation-fort-review-june-2020.pdf
ibid
19
ibid
20
Biffa Waste Services Limited is a fully owned subsidiary of Biffa Plc, the UK’s leading sustainable waste management business with
more than 8,000 across 200 sites.
21
https://www.leighday.co.uk/latest-updates/news/2021-news/modern-slavery-ring-victims-start-legal-case-against-biffa-smartsolutions-and-fs-commercial/
22
https://www.biffa.co.uk/about-us/energy
23
https://www.leighday.co.uk/latest-updates/news/2021-news/modern-slavery-ring-victims-start-legal-case-against-biffa-smartsolutions-and-fs-commercial/
145
17
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The case against Biffa is that ‘companies have a duty
to prevent modern slavery in their workplace: it is very
unlikely that these crimes could have taken place if
proper procedures had been in place to prevent them.
It appears that a blind eye was turned while vulnerable
people went through these terrible ordeals24.’
In response, Biffa denies all allegations and states it
will defend these allegations in any court
proceedings, stating ‘Biffa takes a zero tolerance
approach to modern slavery. We cooperated fully with
West Midlands police at the time of this investigation
in 2016. We regularly review our practices and
protocols to ensure we continually follow best
practice25.’
This case study is a stark reminder for asset
owners to go beyond compliance and look deeply
into their own supply chains. Specifically, it
highlights the importance of supply chain
transparency for workers that are recruited and/or
paid by a third-party employment company. In this
case, asset owners should ensure the operators
have full transparency on the wages being paid to
these workers and seek assurance that these wages
are in line with or above the minimum wage for

24
25

the jurisdiction where the asset is located. This
could mean looking beyond what is paid to the
third-party company and to the amounts actually
paid directly to workers.
Such assurance is not easy to obtain, in particular
for minority investors with limited control.
However significant shareholders with greater
control and access may be able to access such
assurance by hiring an auditor or forensic
investigator.
Outsourcing increases the risks of modern slavery
and for this reason operators should consider
whether it makes sense to retain the third party or
whether it should instead hire the workers directly
(although we note this is not practical across all
assets, especially those in construction phase
where there can be multi-tiered supply chains with
many sub-contractors, labour agencies and
suppliers). We also highlight that operators should
pay particular attention to security and cleaning
services, an area often outsourced and subject to
cost pressures.

ibid
https://www.biffa.co.uk/media-centre/news/statement-regarding-modern-day-slavery
6
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Case Study 2: World Cup Infrastructure Program
in Qatar

the traditional woven cap worn by men across the
Arab world for centuries28.

As the 2022 Qatar World Cup qualifier games
wrap up, we consider a darker aspect of the
‘beautiful game’ that shines a light on how
infrastructure construction can be particularly
susceptible to the risks of modern slavery. Since
being announced as the 2022 host, Qatar has
undertaken an immense multi-year long
infrastructure program that has included the
building of stadiums, a new metro system, roads,
hospitality and security facilities. This expansive
program has been the subject of ongoing claims26
of human rights abuses including modern slavery
amongst migrant workers. While recent
developments in labour regulation in Qatar should
reduce the incidence of modern slavery in this
country, we consider this high-profile case study
highlights the risks associated with big spend
infrastructure projects.

However, as we alluded to before, there may be a
dark side to these beautiful constructions.
Investigations, including by Amnesty International29,
Human Rights Watch30 and the Guardian31, have
reported human rights abuses amounting to
modern slavery in the construction of
infrastructure being built for the 2022 Qatar
World Cup. Migrant workers who were promised
secure employment building infrastructure for the
2022 World Cup reportedly arrived to find a very
different reality. This included wages much
lowered than those promised, appalling
accommodation, delayed salaries and restrictions
on movement (including having their passports
confiscated and not being given a resident’s
permit). In addition, common practice for
prospective workers has been to pay an up-front
fee to recruitment agents in their home country,
meaning they were often in debt before they
arrived in Qatar. High interest rates, lower than
promised wages and wage delays meant these
debts could quickly became overwhelming.

In the lead-up to next year’s World Cup, Qatar
has constructed or extensively renovated eight
stadia to host the world’s premier football teams in
2022, with more than 30,000 workers from
countries including Nepal, India, Turkey, China,
Ghana and the Philippines. These stadiums are
nothing short of spectacular and include Khalifa
International Stadium, originally constructed in
1976, upgraded in 1992 and extensively renovated
between 2014-17 (see Figure 2 on the following
page). Khalifa can now fit 40,000 spectators in a
completely cooled environment, including the field
of play27, ready for next year’s World Cup kick off
on 21 November 2022. Other jaw-droppingly,
beautiful stadia include Al Bayt Stadium, designed
to resemble a traditional Arab tent but with a
completely retractable roof, and the Al Thumama
Stadium, whose design is inspired by the ‘gahfiya’,

At the heart of these alleged abuses is an
employment scheme known as ‘kafala32’, which
requires foreign workers to have a sponsor and
prevents them from changing jobs or leaving the
country without the permission of this sponsor. In
practice, kafala could mean vulnerable workers may
be dependent on their employer for not just work
but also food, housing, freedom of movement and
access to justice; this creates a power imbalance
between employer and employee that makes
migrant workers potentially vulnerable to
exploitation.

Including from Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch
https://www.fifa.com/worldcup/news/khalifa-international-stadium-growing-skywards-as-structure-completion-2675003
28
https://www.qatar2022.qa/en/news/600-days-to-go-qatars-fifa-world-cup-stadiums-are-looking-incredible
29
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2016/03/qatar-world-cup-of-shame/
30
https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/08/24/how-can-we-work-without-wages/salary-abuses-facing-migrant-workers-ahead-qatars
31
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/sep/25/revealed-qatars-world-cup-slaves
32
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-kafala-system
26
27
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In September 2020, the Qatari authorities
introduced significant labour reform measures 33
that weaken and effectively end the kafala system
by allowing migrant workers to change jobs
without employer permission. These reforms also
set a higher minimum wage for all workers in the
country, no matter what their nationality. This
minimum wage, which came into force on
20 March 2021, is a significant step in a country
with 2 million migrant workers who comprise a

stunning 95% of the total population34. If
effectively implemented and enforced, these
changes to labour laws will be a gamechanger for
migrant workers in Qatar. And while this will not
change the alleged human rights abuses of the past,
it could change the future for the low skilled
workers working in the operating phase of these
infrastructure assets, including hospitality workers,
cleaners and security workers.

Figure 2: Khalifa International Stadium – During Construction and Completed

Source: Besix35

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-qatar-labour-reform-idUSKBN25Q0H7
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/24/qatar-little-progress-protecting-migrant-workers
35
https://www.besix.com/en/projects/khalifa-stadium-renovation
33
34
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THIS
MEANS
WHAT
THIS
MEANS
FOR
FOR INVESTORS
INVESTORS

Recent developments in modern slavery described
in this article have significant implications for the
next round of company and investor modern
slavery disclosures. The key takeaway is that the
global pandemic-related shutdowns and the
reported rise of state sponsored modern slavery in
China combine to increase supply chain opacity,
making the already difficult task of identifying
modern slavery risks more so.

labour in Xinjiang can expect to be punished by
the Chinese consumer. Recent examples of this
include Hugo Boss, whose public statement on
Xinjiang that ‘so far, (it) has not procured any goods
originating in the Xinjiang region from direct
suppliers37’ resulted in three prominent influencers
walking away from the brand 38, including Chinese
singer and actor Li Yifeng who was announced as
an ambassador for the brand in January 2021.

Of course, these risks affect some companies more
than others and the garment industry is at the
front and centre. Around one in five cotton
garments sold around the world contains cotton
or yarn from Xinjiang and the region produces
84% of China’s cotton. Amy Lehr, Director of
Human Rights at the US Center for Strategic and
International Studies, considers most shipments of
textile and apparel from China are likely to have
links to Xinjiang36. In addition to cotton, Xinjiang is
also a major producer of coal, sugar, tomatoes and
polysilicon (a material that is refined from rock and
used in semiconductors and solar panels). And
Chinese supply chains are likely to be more
significant for Australian companies, which tend to
have a heavy reliance on manufacturers in China.

The two case studies we present in this article
both highlight that infrastructure assets are at
particular risk of incidences of modern slavery. Big
infrastructure projects are complex, and this can
make cost benchmarking almost impossible, with
the Qatar 2022 World Cup case study serving as
an extreme example of this. In addition, both case
studies highlight that the common use of labour
outsourcing (including using external employment
services and migrant labour) in infrastructure assets
in both the construction and operating phases can
significantly increase modern slavery risks.

However, any move away from Chinese supply
chains (which may ultimately be mandated if the
proposed legislation described earlier in this article
comes into force) may come at a significant cost.
For starters, supply chains must be replaced, a
process that can be time-consuming and costly.
But perhaps more importantly, companies
identified as acting on the allegations of forced

A common approach to modern slavery
disclosures for investors with a diversified portfolio
has been to identify higher risk geographic
locations and industry sectors and focus on
investee companies with physical operations or
indirect exposures to these risks. Specifically,
information like the Global Slavery Index’s
published list of countries with the highest
prevalence of modern slavery39 and the higher risk
sector/geography combinations as identified in

https://www.csis.org/analysis/forced-labor-xinjiang-and-implications-global-supply-chains
https://documentcloud.adobe.com/link/review?uri=urn:aaid:scds:US:46bc63b3-40f7-4742-abca-c86092c24b6b#pageNum=1
38
Li Yifeng, Zhu Zhengting and Wang Linkai
39
https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/global-findings/
36
37
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RIAA’s Investor Toolkit40 or equivalent tools can be
used to identify red flags within a diversified
portfolio. However, whilst still relevant, these
were compiled using data collected five years ago.
For this reason, investors would be well advised to
broaden the list of risks to incorporate the new
developments we describe. In addition, our two
case studies demonstrate that investors who invest
directly into infrastructure assets need to be aware

of the particular risks of this asset class. We note
that our UK example demonstrates that low risk
does not mean no risk.
Specifically, we consider institutional investors with
modern slavery reporting requirements should
consider the following actions in advance of
publishing their next modern slavery statement:

For investors with direct equity allocations to infrastructure, it makes sense to
undertake detailed due diligence for each asset. In the case of significant
shareholdings, access to management and corporate information should be better and
asset-specific knowledge should be higher. Potential red flags might include complex,
multi-layered supply chains, external employment agencies and exposure to countries
known to have comparatively weak labour laws. Significant shareholders are also at
higher risk of reputational and brand damage if modern slavery is found within their
infrastructure portfolio.
For investors with an allocation to listed equities, holdings can be crosschecked against
the list of 82 companies published by ASPI. Importantly, we note that the research
was published 12 months ago and in many cases these companies have already acted
to respond to the findings.

Engage with investee companies on what they have done in terms of supply chain due
diligence, including inspections where and when possible.

Raise the modern slavery issues with external investment managers who manage
assets on your behalf.

Be transparent about findings. As we said at the beginning of this article, it is likely that
the number of modern slaves globally has increased over the past several years. This
means modern slavery risks are higher and it makes sense to highlight this in modern
slavery statement.
More generally, we point institutional investors to the Responsible Investment
Association Australasia’s (RIAA) ‘Investor Toolkit – Human rights with focus on supply
chains*’ for practical advice on how to reduce human rights risks in supply chains.

* https://www.responsibleinvestment.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/HRWG-Investor-Tool-Kit.pdf
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CONCLUSION

Modern slavery creates human misery. As you
read this article, there are estimated to be at least
40 million people hidden away around the world,
in situations where they are being exploited but
cannot refuse or leave because of threats, violence,
coercion, deception and/or abuse of power41.
There has been much good work done by
governments, non-government organisations
(NGOs), companies and investors in recent years
to focus attention on these hidden people and try
to free them from the binds of modern slavery,
but the problem is not static and there is still much
to do, as highlighted by the recent developments
described in this article.
The events of the past year have further
complicated the already complex problem of
modern slavery. Covid-19 has stalled the trend of
increasingly transparent supply chains and
increased the vulnerability of already at-risk
workers.
Moreover, on the issue of Xinjiang, there is the
possibility of US legislation on modern slavery that
would force companies to act by effectively
banning imports from Xinjiang province (and
similar moves in Australia and other locations
around the world). Whilst this move by
lawmakers is well intentioned, it may also be
devastating for companies who rely on products
from Xinjiang and China more generally. The
allegations of state sponsored modern slavery in
China could taint supply chains in this country and
companies wanting to act ethically may have to
balance the risk of losing access to the lucrative
Chinese markets.

41

Disclosure can drive change and engagement can
be powerful. Our case studies highlight that
modern slavery is a lucrative business and
companies must stay focussed on ensuring their
supply chains are transparent. We consider
infrastructure assets are particularly at risk of
modern slavery and asset owners have
considerable power to act to eliminate these risks
for those investors with control.
For investors, it is now even more important that
investors continue engaging on modern slavery but
also to ensure these engagements are targeted and
up-to-date. Investors in 2021 should be asking
specific questions on any exposure they may have
to Chinese supply chains at risk from proposed
legislation, focussed on the higher risk products
(including but not limited to cotton). Investors
should also ask specific questions on how the
global pandemic has changed processes around
supply chains, including when factory inspections
and audits will restart. And for the upcoming
round of disclosures required under Australian and
UK legislation, we think these two issues warrant
specific consideration by reporting entities.

https://www.walkfree.org/what-is-modern-slavery/
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