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Introduction

It is not widely known that, even as we enter the
21st century, millions of people around the
world are subject to forced labour. 

Forced labour itself is such a serious human
rights violation that it is recognised as an inter-
national criminal offence irrespective of
whether a government has ratified the relevant
conventions prohibiting it.  Furthermore, where
forced labour is used, a range of associated
human rights abuses frequently take place,
including slavery, rape, torture and murder. 

The aim of this booklet is to raise awareness of
these facts and to seek to encourage trade
unions, non-governmental organisations, policy
makers and members of the public to contribute
in whatever way is most appropriate to eliminat-
ing this practice.

The booklet highlights some of the main ways
in which forced labour manifests itself interna-
tionally, including through slavery, bonded
labour, trafficking and child labour.   References
are made to some of the most relevant human
rights standards in order to explain in what con-
ditions exploitative labour practices can be
described as forced labour. 

Case studies are provided throughout the book-
let.  These illustrate the circumstances in which
forced labour occurs in various countries and
give examples of failures by governments to
take effective action as well as indicating what
measures could be taken to stop the use of
forced labour. 

We hope that this book will assist individuals
and organisations in identifying cases of forced
labour and utilising international standards and
monitoring mechanisms which can increase
pressure on governments to take the decisive
action which is needed to bring about the total
elimination of forced labour.

Forced labour and slavery

The link between forced labour and slavery was clearly
established in the League of Nations' Slavery
Convention of 1926.  Article 1(1) of the Convention sets
out the definition of slavery as "the status or condition
of a person over whom any or all of the powers attach-
ing to the right of ownership are exercised." Article
2(b) requires signatories "To bring about, progressive-
ly and as soon as possible, the complete abolition of
slavery in all its forms". 

The references to "any or all of the powers of owner-
ship" and the "abolition of slavery in all its forms" in
these articles ensures that the definition of slavery
includes not only the chattel slavery involved in the
Transatlantic Slave Trade, but also practices which are
similar in nature and effect, like forced labour. 

When an individual is forced to work against his or her
will, under the threat of violence or some other form of
punishment, their freedom is restricted and a degree
of ownership is exerted over them. In such circum-
stances forced labour can clearly be seen to be a form
of slavery which the 1926 Convention calls on govern-
ments to abolish.

However, the 1926 Convention does not prohibit forced
labour outright.  Article 5 of the Convention outlines
the conditions in which forced labour may be consid-
ered acceptable and requires governments "to prevent
compulsory or forced labour from developing into con-
ditions analogous to slavery". In particular the
Convention specifies that "forced labour may only be
exacted for public purposes" and that "as long as
forced or compulsory labour exists" it "shall invari-
ably be of an exceptional character, shall always
receive adequate remuneration, and shall not involve
the removal of the labourers from their usual place of
residence".

The fact that the Slavery Convention did not define the
concept of forced labour and  permitted its use "for
public purposes" may be explained by the fact that
forced labour practices were not uncommon in the
1920s.  However, the League of Nations did recognise
that these issues needed to be addressed and request-
ed the International Labour Organisation (ILO) to con-
sider the matter and draft a Convention relating specif-
ically to forced labour. 

forced labour in the 21st century
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The ILO and the forced 
labour Conventions

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) was estab-
lished in 1919 and became the first specialised agency of
the United Nations (UN) in 1946.  The ILO is unique
because it is the only international organisation which
includes representatives of trade unions and employers
organisations, along with governments in the decision
making process.  The aim of the ILO is to improve working
conditions and practices throughout the world.  The ILO
promotes this objective through the adoption of interna-
tional standards, in particular ILO Conventions and
Recommendations.  

In order to ensure that these Conventions are properly
applied the ILO has set up a supervisory system which
obliges governments to report regularly on Conventions
that they have ratified.  Employer organisations and trade
unions also submit comments on these government
reports.  These reports are then reviewed by a panel of
independent experts called the Committee of Experts on
the Application of Conventions and Recommendations
which meets each year and publishes its conclusions on
whether governments are meeting their obligations under
the Conventions that they have ratified. 

In 1998, the ILO decided to focus its attention on the pro-
tection of fundamental rights at work or "core labour stan-
dards". These core labour standards include eight ILO
Conventions which seek to eliminate forced labour, child
labour and discrimination in employment, while ensuring
respect for the right to freedom of association and collec-
tive bargaining. Governments have to report on these
Conventions regardless of  whether they have ratified
them or not.  The two ILO Conventions on forced labour are
included in the eight Conventions dealing with the core
labour standards.

In 1930, the ILO adopted the Forced Labour Convention
(ILO Convention No.29). Article 2(1) of this Convention
defines forced labour as "all work or service which is
exacted from any person under the menace of any penal-
ty and for which the said person has not offered himself
voluntarily." 

The ILO Convention's definition of forced labour focuses
on the exaction of involuntary labour through coercive
means and thereby retains the link between forced labour
and slavery. 

In 1957, the ILO supplemented Convention No.29 with the
Abolition of Forced Labour Convention (ILO Convention
No.105) which provides for the immediate and complete
eradication of forced labour in specific circumstances.
Article 1 imposes an obligation on ratifying States to sup-
press the use of forced labour where it is used for political
purposes; for purposes of economic development; as a
means of labour discipline; as a punishment for strike
action; or as a means of discrimination.  ILO Conventions
No.29 and No.105 are collectively referred to as the "ILO

forced labour Conventions".  Together they represent the
key international instruments concerning the abolition and
control of forced labour and apply to work or service exact-
ed by governments, public authorities, private bodies and
individuals. It should be stressed that not all forms of forced
labour are prohibited under these Conventions.  Article 2(2)
of Convention No.29 sets out certain exemptions which oth-
erwise would have fallen under the definition of forced or
compulsory labour.   However, these exceptions are very
much narrower than previously permitted under the 1926
Slavery Convention and are set out below:

(a) Compulsory Military Service
Convention No.29 excludes "any work or service exacted in
virtue of compulsory military service laws for work of a pure-
ly military character." The drafters of the Convention agreed
that military service should not be included as it was neces-
sary for national defence.  

(b) Normal Civic Obligations
ILO Convention No.29 exempts from its provisions "any work
or service which forms part of the normal civic obligations of
the citizens of a fully self-governing country." Some of the
duties which fall under this category are specifically identi-
fied in the Convention, such as compulsory military service,
work provided in an emergency situation, and minor commu-
nal services.  Compulsory jury service is an example of an
obligation which would also come under this category.

(c) Prison labour
The ILO forced labour Conventions do not prohibit prison
labour but they do place restrictions on its use.  It can only
be imposed on a convicted criminal. Detainees awaiting trial
cannot be forced to work nor can people who have been
imprisoned for political offences or as a result of labour dis-
putes. The work must be done under the supervision of the
prison authorities and the prisoners cannot be obliged to
work for private enterprises inside or outside the prison. 1   

(d) Emergencies
The right of a government to exact forced labour in times of
emergency is recognised under the forced labour
Conventions.  Examples of such circumstances include "war
or a calamity or threatened calamity, such as fire, flood,
famine, earthquake, violent epidemic..." which threaten the
existence of the whole or part of the population of a country.
The ILO has noted that the concept of emergency in the
Convention involves an unforeseen and sudden event which
requires immediate action.  The extent and length of the
compulsory service should be limited to what is strictly
required in the circumstances. 2 

(e) Minor Communal Service
ILO Convention No.29 also exempts minor communal ser-
vices "being performed by the members of the community in
the direct interest of the said community". The ILO
Committee of Experts identified the following criteria to dis-
tinguish communal services from forced labour: (1) the ser-
vices must be minor in nature, for example involving mostly
maintenance work or services improving the social condi-
tions of the community; (2) the work must benefit the com-
munity directly and not a wider group; and (3) the communi-
ty must be consulted on whether or not they believe the work
is needed. 3 
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Slavery and forced labour in Sudan - case study
In 11999, tthe UUnited NNations SSpecial RRapporteur oon HHuman RRights iin SSudan rreported tthat mmilitias, ssome-
times wwith tthe ssupport oof fforces ddirectly uunder tthe ccontrol oof tthe SSudanese aauthorities, ssystematically rraid
villages, ttorch hhouses, ssteal ccattle, kkill mmen aand ccapture wwomen aand cchildren aas 
war bbooty.  

These wwomen aand cchildren, wwhether ccaptured iin tthe ccourse oof tthe ccivil wwar oor aas aa rresult oof llonger tterm ccon-
flict bbetween ccommunities, aare ooften ttaken tto tthe NNorth wwhere tthey aare fforced tto wwork eeither ffor ttheir ccap-

tors oor ssold oon tto oother
people. MMany oof tthe ppeo-
ple eenslaved iin tthis wway
have bbeen ssubjected tto
physical oor ssexual
abuse. 

In MMay 11999, tthe
Government oof SSudan
set uup aa CCommittee ffor
the EEradication oof tthe
Abduction oof WWomen
and CChildren ((CEAWC), iin
order tto ttake aaction tto
identify aand rrelease ppeo-
ple wwhom iit
acknowledges tto bbe vvic-
tims oof ""abductions" aand
"forced llabour" iin
Sudan.  WWhile tthis iinitia-
tive wwas ggenerally wwel-
comed, ffew ppeople
would qquestion tthe sseri-
ousness oof tthe cchallenge
that cconfronts CCEAWC.

In 22000, oone oorganisation eengaged iin iidentifying vvictims aas ppart oof CCEAWC's wwork, tthe DDinka CCommittee,
estimated tthat 114,000 wwomen aand cchildren hhad bbeen aabducted ffrom pparts oof ssouthern SSudan aand ttaken tto
the NNorth ssince tthe llate 11980s.  MMost aare rreported tto bbelong tto tthe DDinka eethnic ggroup, tthe llargest ssingle
ethnic ggroup iin ssouthern SSudan.  MMany oof tthese ppeople wwere aabducted ffrom ttheir hhomes iin BBahr aal-GGhazal
and ssome aare sstill ssubjected tto fforced llabour.  

Furthermore, tthe SSudanese GGovernment hhas nnot ttaken eeffective aaction tto pprevent aattacks oon ccivilians wwhich
has lled tto nnew aabductions dduring 22000.   IIn JJune 22000, tthe IILO's CCommittee oon tthe AApplication oof
Standards, wwhich mmonitors ccountries tto eensure tthat tthey aare ccomplying wwith IILO CConventions wwhich tthey
have rratified, eexpressed ""deep cconcern aat ccontinuing rreports oof aabductions aand sslavery".  IIt uurged tthe
Government tto ppunish tthose rresponsible ffor tthe aabductions aand eensure ffull ccompliance wwith IILO
Convention NNo.29 oon fforced llabour.  TThe CCommittee aalso sstrongly rrecommended tthat aan IILO ""direct ccon-
tacts" mmission bbe ssent tto SSudan tto iinvestigate tthe ssituation, bbut tthis wwas nnot aaccepted bby tthe SSudanese
Government. 

Freed Dinka abductees, Sudan. Credit: M.Dottridge/Anti-Slavery
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Forced labour in Burma and the ILO  - case study
The ILO Article 24 procedure (1993-1994)

Burma ratified ILO Convention No.29 in 1955, but it
was not until 1964 that the ILO Committee of Experts
called on the Burmese Government to repeal or
amend the relevant provisions of the Towns Act (1907)
and Villages Act (1908) which permitted  the army or
the police to exact forced labour from the civilian pop-
ulation.  

In 1967, the Government committed itself to amend-
ing its legislation, but failed to do so during the fol-
lowing years. The ILO Committee repeated its demand
throughout the 1970s and the 1980s, to no avail.

In 1993, the International Confederation of Free Trade
Unions (ICFTU) lodged a formal representation under
Article 24 of the ILO Constitution 4 against Burma's
State Law and Order Restoration Council (or SLORC,
as the ruling junta called itself at the time). Quoting
numerous testimonies by victims, reports by human
rights' organisations and other sources, the ICFTU

outlined the treatment of porters who were forced to work (eg, carrying supplies, constructing camps,
etc) for the military:

"They are not paid for their work and are allowed very little food, water, or rest. In many cases,
porters are bound together in groups of 50-200 at night. They are denied medical care. Porters
are subject to hostile fire as well as to abuse by the soldiers they serve. They are routinely
beaten by the soldiers and many of the women are raped repeatedly.  Unarmed themselves,
they are placed at the head of the columns to detonate mines and booby traps as well as to
spring ambushes. According to credible sources, many of these porters die as a result of mis-
treatment, lack of adequate food and water, and use as human mine sweepers."

The special ILO Committee, established to examine the ICFTU's claims and the Government's response,
concluded that the legislation in place provided for "the exaction of forced or compulsory labour as
defined in Article 2(1) of the Convention". In conclusion the Committee forcefully called for the repeal
of these laws, as  the Committee of Experts had been doing since 1964, and for strictly enforced penal
prosecution and punishment of coercion to forced labour. 

The ILO Commission of Inquiry (1996- 1998)
In view of the lack of progress in stopping the use of forced labour in Burma, trade union representa-
tives to the 1996 session of the ILO's annual Conference filed a formal complaint against the Burmese
Government under Article 26 of the ILO Constitution.  This allows the ILO to establish a special
Commission of Inquiry in order to investigate particularly grave violations of a ratified ILO Convention.
An ILO Commission of Inquiry is an exceptional procedure: less than 20 have been established since
the ILO's foundation in 1919. It is a judicial procedure, governed by rules similar to that of the
International Court of Justice. Implementation by the Member State of its recommendations can only
be challenged before that Court. 

Forced labour in Burma. Credit: Burma Action Group



The Government refused to take part in the
Commission of Inquiry's proceedings, held in
Geneva in 1997. The Commission interviewed a
dozen witnesses during its formal hearings, after
which it applied for permission to investigate the
situation in the country itself, which the
Government refused.  The Commission then trav-
elled to several bordering countries, where it inter-
viewed over 200 additional witnesses and victims of
forced labour. In the course of its proceedings, the
Commission also examined over 6,000 pages of evi-
dence submitted by the ICFTU, which acted as the
Plaintiffs' representative. 

The Report of the Commission of Inquiry found
abundant evidence of the systematic and
widespread use of forced labour in Burma.  Military
and government officials had unfetted powers
which allowed them to force civilians, including
women, children and elderly people, to work in por-
tering, agriculture, construction, the maintenance
of roads, railways and bridges, and a range of other
tasks. Sometimes this work was carried out for the
profit of private individuals.  None of this work fits
the conditions in which forced labour is permitted,
as listed in Article 2 (2) of ILO Convention No.29. 

The forced labourers were almost never paid or
compensated for their work.  Indeed in most cases
they had to provide their own food even though the
exaction of forced labour meant they could not
make a living through their normal jobs.
Furthermore, their health and safety was complete-
ly disregarded while they performed the forced
labour.  Work related sickness and injuries normal-
ly went untreated and deaths were a regular occur-
rence on some projects.  Forced labourers were fre-
quently subjected to physical and sexual abuse,
including rape.

Failure to respond to a call-up for labour can be pun-
ished with a fine or imprisonment under the Village
Act, but may also lead to reprisals such as physical
abuse, torture, rape and murder. The Report stress-
es that regardless of the provisions in national law,
"any person who violates the prohibition of
recourse to forced labour under the Convention is
guilty of an international crime that is also, if com-
mitted in a widespread or systematic manner, a
crime against humanity". 5

5

Other international standards
which deal with forced labour

Following the adoption of ILO Convention No.29 in
1930, the issue of forced labour began to be given
more prominence in other international human
rights instruments. 

Like the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(1948) before it, the UN International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (1966) also prohibits slav-
ery and servitude.  However, the Covenant also sets
out a separate and specific prohibition against
forced labour in Article 8(3)(a). This states that "No
one shall be required to perform forced or compul-
sory labour", subject to certain exceptions which
are broadly similar to those outlined in ILO
Convention No.29. 6   

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (1966) recognises rights at work
which also help to prohibit forced labour. Article 6
of the Covenant establishes "the right of everyone
to the opportunity to gain his living by work which
he freely chooses or accepts".

Articles 7 and 8 of this Covenant set out certain con-
ditions and rights that must be upheld and protect-
ed by governments such as fair wages and equal
remuneration for work of equal value and the right
to form and join trade unions. 

Subsequently, regional agreements have reinforced
the prohibition on forced labour.  For example,
Article 6 (2) of the American Convention on Human
Rights (1969) and Article 4 (2) of the European
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights
(1950) specifically state that "No one shall be
required to perform forced or compulsory labour."

While these international and regional treaties con-
tain a prohibition against forced labour, the ILO
forced labour Conventions remain the only interna-
tional instruments that set out a substantive defini-
tion of forced labour.  Over the years, the ILO has
also recognised the practices of bonded labour
(also referred to more formally as debt bondage)
and some aspects of child labour as forced labour
and uses ILO Convention No.29 to review member
states' progress in eliminating this practice. Bonded
labour and forced child labour are considered in
more detail next.
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Tackling the problem of 
bonded labour

If bonded labour is to be eliminated then governments
need to ensure that they have the appropriate legislation
which defines and prohibits bonded labour and establish-
es criminal sanctions for those that employ or facilitate the
employment of bonded labourers.  

This is the first step in ending this forced labour practice,
but it is not in itself sufficient to ensure those in bondage
their freedom  (see the following case studies from Nepal,
India and Pakistan).

Governments should also regulate the way in which wages
are paid in order to prevent a situation arising in which

debt bondage can occur.
Many of these issues are
dealt with in ILO
Convention No.117 con-
cerning Basic Aims and
Standards of Social
Policy (1962). 7 

This Convention includes
measures which stipulate
that:

Minimum    wages
should be fixed and any
underpayment of the
minimum wage should
be legally recoverable
(Article 10).

Wages should normally
be paid in legal tender
(Article 11). 

Wages should be paid at regular intervals in order to
reduce the likelihood of indebtedness, unless there is
an established local custom to the contrary which is
supported by the workers (Article 11).

Where food, housing, clothing and other essential sup-
plies and services form part of remuneration, all practi-
cable steps must be taken by the competent authority
to ensure that they are adequate and their cash value
is properly assessed (Article 11).

The competent authority shall limit the amount of
advances which may be made to a worker.  Any advance
exceeding this amount will be legally irrecoverable
(Article 12). 

Bonded labour

In 1999, the United Nations Working Group on
Contemporary Forms of Slavery estimated that some 20
million people are held in bonded labour around the
world, making it the most widely used method of enslav-
ing people.

Debt bondage was first defined in Article 1 (a) of the UN
Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery,
the Slave Trade and Institutions and Practices Similar to
Slavery (1956) as: " the status or condition arising from a
pledge by a debtor of his personal services or those of a
person under his control as security for a debt, if the
value of those services as reasonably assessed is not
applied towards the liquidation of the debt or the length
and nature of those services are not respectively limited
and defined". 

The 1956 Supplementary
Convention specifies
that debt bondage is a
practice similar to slav-
ery and stipulates that
governments should
take measures to secure
its complete abolition  or
abandonment as soon
as possible.  

The Convention's defini-
tion clearly distinguishes
bonded labour from a
normal situation in
which a worker accepts
credit for whatever rea-
son and then repays the
amount by working.  In
the latter situation the
repayment terms are
fixed and the capital sum
borrowed is only subject to reasonable interest rates.  In
bonded labour cases these safeguards do not exist as
the terms and conditions are either unspecified or not
followed, leaving the bonded labourer at the mercy of
their employer or creditor.

In these circumstances bonded labourers can be forced
to work very long hours, seven days a week for little or no
wages.  The employer may also adjust interest rates or
simply add interest; impose high charges for food,
accommodation, transportation or tools; and charge
workers for days lost through sickness. In such cases
workers may not have been told in advance that they will
have to repay these expenses.  Bonded labourers may
take additional loans to pay for medicines, food, funerals
or weddings resulting in further debt. 

Escaped bonded labourers seek advice from Mrs Nasreen Shakil Pathan,
Special Task Force for Sindh, Pakistan.  Credit: Anti-Slavery
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Nepal - case study
BBoonnddeedd llaabboouurr iinn NNeeppaall pprriimmaarriillyy aaffffeeccttss ddaalliittss ((""uunnttoouucchhaabblleess"")) aanndd tthhee iinnddiiggeennoouuss TThhaarruu ccoommmmuunniittyy
ooff tthhee FFaarr-WWeesstteerrnn RReeggiioonn..   DDuurriinngg tthhee 11996600ss,, mmaannyy TThhaarruuss wweerree ddiissppllaacceedd ffrroomm tthheeiirr llaanndd bbeeccaauussee 
iitt hhaadd nnoott bbeeeenn lleeggaallllyy rreeggiisstteerreedd.. WWiitthh lliittttllee aacccceessss ttoo eedduuccaattiioonn oorr ccrreeddiitt,, aanndd wwiitthh wwaaggeess aass llooww aass 

1133 rruuppeeeess ((UUSS$$ 00..2200)) ppeerr ddaayy,, mmaannyy
wweerree ffoorrcceedd ttoo ttaakkee llooaannss aanndd tthhuuss
bbeeccaammee bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss uunnddeerr
wwhhaatt iiss ccaalllleedd tthhee KKaammaaiiyyaa ssyysstteemm..  

BBoonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss iinn NNeeppaall oofftteenn
wwoorrkk bbeettwweeeenn 1122 ttoo 1144 hhoouurrss aa ddaayy
ffoorr lliittttllee oorr nnoo iinnccoommee,, oonn llaanndd tthheeyy
hhaadd pprreevviioouussllyy oowwnneedd tthheemmsseellvveess..
TThhee ddeebbtt iiss ppaasssseedd oonn ffrroomm ffaatthheerr 
ttoo ssoonn aanndd mmaannyy wwoommeenn mmaarrrryy iinnttoo
bboonnddaaggee..  CCaasseess ooff wwoommeenn bbeeiinngg
sseexxuuaallllyy eexxppllooiitteedd bbyy llaannddlloorrddss aarree
nnoott uunnccoommmmoonn..  

OOnn 11 MMaayy 22000000,, aa ggrroouupp ooff
kkaammaaiiyyaass lleedd bbyy tthhee KKaammaaiiyyaa
MMoovveemmeenntt WWoorrkkiinngg CCoommmmiitttteeee,,
iinnvvookkeedd AArrttiiccllee 2200 ooff tthhee 11999911
NNeeppaalleessee CCoonnssttiittuuttiioonn,, wwhhiicchh pprroo-
hhiibbiittss ffoorrcceedd llaabboouurr,, ttoo ffiillee aa ccaassee
ffoorr tthheeiirr rreelleeaassee..  TThhee iinniittiiaall rreeffuussaall
bbyy ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt ooffffiicciiaallss ttoo rreeggiisstteerr
tthhee ccaassee lleedd tthhee bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss
ttoo oorrggaanniissee aa sseerriieess ooff ddeemmoonnssttrraa-
ttiioonnss,, iinncclluuddiinngg oonnee iinn ffrroonntt ooff tthhee
NNeeppaalleessee PPaarrlliiaammeenntt..

TThhiiss lleedd tthhee MMiinniisstteerr ffoorr LLaanndd
RReeffoorrmmss aanndd MMaannaaggeemmeenntt ttoo aannnnoouunnccee,, oonn 1177 JJuullyy 22000000,, tthhaatt tthhee GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt ooff NNeeppaall hhaadd ddeecciiddeedd ttoo
eenndd tthhee pprraaccttiiccee ooff bboonnddeedd llaabboouurr wwiitthh iimmmmeeddiiaattee eeffffeecctt aanndd tthhaatt aallll oouuttssttaannddiinngg ddeebbttss oowweedd bbyy bboonndd-
eedd llaabboouurreerrss wweerree ccaanncceelllleedd..  

HHoowweevveerr,, mmaannyy llaannddlloorrddss rreessppoonnddeedd ttoo tthhiiss aannnnoouunncceemmeenntt bbyy ffoorrcciinngg tthhee bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss oouutt ooff tthheeiirr
hhoommeess aanndd ooffff tthheeiirr llaanndd.. TThhoouussaannddss ooff bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss aanndd tthheeiirr ffaammiilliieess wweerree lleefftt hhoommeelleessss aanndd
wwiitthhoouutt jjoobbss oorr ffoooodd..  IInn tthhee wweeeekkss ffoolllloowwiinngg tthhee ddeeccllaarraattiioonn llooccaall oorrggaanniissaattiioonnss ssttrruugggglleedd ttoo pprroovviiddee
tteennttss,, rriiccee aanndd mmeeddiicciinneess ttoo tthhoossee aaffffeecctteedd aass aassssiissttaannccee pprroommiisseedd bbyy tthhee GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt ffaaiilleedd ttoo mmaattee-
rriiaalliissee..

WWhhiillee tthhee ddeeccllaarraattiioonn ooff 1177 JJuullyy wwaass aann iimmppoorrttaanntt sstteepp ttoowwaarrddss tthhee eelliimmiinnaattiioonn ooff bboonnddeedd llaabboouurr,, tthhee
GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt''ss ffaaiilluurree ttoo mmaakkee aapppprroopprriiaattee pprroovviissiioonn ffoorr tthhee ccoonnsseeqquueenncceess ooff iittss aannnnoouunncceemmeenntt lleefftt
mmaannyy ffoorrmmeerr bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss nneeaarr ttoo ssttaarrvvaattiioonn.. AA cclleeaarr lleeggiissllaattiivvee ffrraammeewwoorrkk ffoorr iimmpplleemmeennttiinngg tthhee
ddeeccllaarraattiioonn sshhoouulldd hhaavvee bbeeeenn iinnttrroodduucceedd aatt tthhee ssaammee ttiimmee..  TThhiiss ccoouulldd hhaavvee ddeeaalltt wwiitthh kkeeyy iissssuueess lliikkee
bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss'' llaanndd rriigghhttss;; ccoommppeennssaattiioonn ppaayymmeennttss ooff mmoonneeyy oowweedd ttoo bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss;; 
mmiinniimmuumm wwaaggee ppaayymmeennttss;; aa cclleeaarr ddeeffiinniittiioonn ooff bboonnddeedd llaabboouurr;; aanndd tthhee ssppeecciiffiiccaattiioonn ooff ccrriimmiinnaall 
ssaannccttiioonnss ffoorr tthhoossee uussiinngg bboonnddeedd llaabboouurreerrss.. 

Workers in Nepal. Credit: Tim White
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India - case study
On 13 November 1999, an Indian human rights organisation, Volunteers for Social Justice, filed a num-
ber of test cases from two villages in Punjab State with the District Magistrate.  The cases consisted of
11 women who became bonded labourers after taking loans ranging between 3,000 and 10,000 rupees
(US$70-$230).  Since then they have had to work to repay the interest on their loans and receive no
wages for their labour.  Some of the women's children or grandchildren have to help with the domes-
tic work instead of attending school.

When the landlords heard of the cases that had been filed against them, they threatened to kill the
women and destroy their property.  One of the bonded labourers who refused to withdraw her case,
Dheer Kaur, said she was forced by the landlords to put her thumbprint on a pre-written statement
which said that she was dropping her complaint.  By August 2000, the women who had not been intim-
idated into withdrawing their cases still had not been released.  

Unfortunately, their experience is not  exceptional. In August 2000, Volunteers for  Social Justice doc-
umented 698 cases in which the authorities had failed to take action to release bonded labourers.
Almost all of these cases were filed in 1999 or before and in 99 per cent of these cases, complaints had
been registered with either the Punjab State Human Rights Commission or the Punjab and Haryana
High Court. 

A family of bonded labourers, India. Credit: Volunteers for Social Justice
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This problem is not unique to Punjab State.  In Tamil Nadu, the State government commissioned a
report on bonded labour which was completed in April 1997 and identified 25,000 bonded labourers.
However, according to a High Court deposition made in August 1999 on behalf of the organisation
Development and Education for Workers, only 10 per cent of the 25,000 bonded labourers had been
released.

It is no coincidence that a dis-
proportionate number of the vic-
tims of this form of slavery are
dalits or adivasis ("untouch-
ables" or indigenous groups).
These minority groups are
marginalised and discriminated
against in Indian society.

Research carried out in 2000 by
the Mine Labour Protection
Campaign (MLPC), found that
there is a high incidence of
bonded labour amongst the
three million mine and quarry
workers in Rajasthan State and
that approximately 95 per cent
of these workers are dalits or
adivasis. 

Those working in mining and
quarrying are also exposed to
significant health risks.  Large
numbers of workers involved in
sandstone mining in Rajasthan
are suffering from silicosis,
tuberculosis, chest pains, asth-
ma and other respiratory dis-
eases.  Approximately, one third
of mineworkers are women.
According to MLPC, almost a
quarter of the female workforce
consists of widows of mine
labourers who have died of sili-
cosis and tuberculosis.

In order to eliminate bonded
labour the Indian Government
will have to confront powerful
local elites and the caste sys-
tem.  The failure of the State to intervene promptly in the cases outlined above to ensure the release
of the victims and the prosecution of the perpetrators is a substantial disincentive to other bonded
labourers to seek their own release.

Bonded labourer breaking rocks, India. Credit: Ben Buxton/ Anti-Slavery
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Bonded labour in Pakistan - case study
The 1992 Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act prohibits the use of bonded labour in Pakistan.  An offi-
cial of the Government of Pakistan stated in a letter to the European Union Ambassador in Pakistan in
May 2000 that "stringent measures have been taken by the Government to ensure that the law is fully
implemented".

However, evidence collected by the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan's Special Task Force for
Sindh (STFS), indicates that this is not the case.  Mrs Nasreen Shakil Pathan testified on behalf of STFS
to the UN Working Group on Contemporary Forms of Slavery in June 2000 that local government officials
in Sindh Province were systematically
failing to implement the law to abolish
bonded labour.  She submitted details
regarding 215 cases involving more
than 4,000 bonded labourers which
had been registered with the district
authorities between 3 January 2000
and 10 April 2000.  In only five of
these cases had the bonded labourers
been freed.

One particular case which STFS was
involved in concerned the Munoo
Bheel family.  Eight members of this
family worked as bonded labourers for
the landlord Abdur Rehman Murri in
Sindh's Sanghar District until they
were released with STFS' help in 1996.
Two years later, on 4 May 1998, Abdur
Rehman Murri and six other men were
identified as being responsible for
abducting them at gunpoint from the
farm where they were working.  During
the abduction other labourers were
beaten and at least one was seriously
injured.

The case was registered with the local
police (official reference FIR No.35,
1998), but over two years later the
Munoo Bheel family still has not been freed.  The landlords who used violence to abduct the family have
acted with impunity as no charges have been filed against them for the forced abductions, the use of
violence, or for using bonded labour in the first place, which is illegal under the 1992 Bonded Labour
System (Abolition) Act.  

This failure to ensure that bonded labourers are released and that those who profit from them are pun-
ished is a serious impediment to eliminating this form of forced labour.  In its 2000 report, the ILO's
Committee of Experts urged Pakistan to conduct proper surveys of the total numbers of bonded labour-
ers in the country and to provide statistics on the number of inspections, prosecutions and convictions
of offenders. 

Bonded agricultural labourers, Sindh Province, Pakistan. Credit: Shakil Pathan
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Despite the concerns raised repeatedly by the ILO, the Government of Pakistan recently asserted that
"bonded labour in Pakistan is not widespread." 8 While the Government dismisses the problem of
bonded labour as being insignificant then it sends a clear message that tackling bonded labour is not
a priority.

Once laws have been passed prohibiting bonded labour, governments need to take decisive action to
enforce them.  This would include drawing up action plans for the identification, release and rehabili-
tation of bonded labourers.  A common problem is that accurate numbers of people held in bonded
labour are generally not available, so governments should commission independent and comprehen-
sive national surveys to identify the total number of bonded labourers in the country.   Then they can

begin programmes to systematically
release them.

Statutory registers should be kept
recording the release date and com-
pensation paid to former bonded
labourers.  Reviews also need to be
carried out to see whether freed bond-
ed labourers are falling back into debt
bondage.  The number of prosecutions
brought, successful convictions and
sentences passed against those using
bonded labourers should also be reg-
ularly recorded and made publicly
available. It is essential that these
policies are complemented by preven-
tive measures to break the cycle of
poverty and debt.  This would mean
developing economic alternatives to
bonded labour which may involve
implementing minimum wage legisla-
tion and land reform; setting up rural
credit facilities; ensuring access to
education and basic health facilities;
and running public information cam-
paigns so people know what their
rights are.

Unannounced inspections of indus-
tries where bonded labour is common-
ly used (eg, agriculture, quarrying,

brick making, gem cutting, weaving, etc) will help to stamp out the problem and stop it recurring.
Underlying all of these policies is the presumption that the government has the political will to chal-
lenge existing elites and deep rooted social structures, such as the caste system, in order to fully imple-
ment the law and provide meaningful alternatives to bonded labour.

Debt bondage is not only found in South Asia.  Contemporary forms of debt bondage which affect vic-
tims of trafficking and migrant workers have meant that bonded labour is now very much a global
problem.  This practice is examined next.



Trafficking, migrant workers
and forced labour 

Many migrant workers also become victims of debt
bondage when they look for work abroad.  The migrant is
offered a job with a good salary in the country of desti-
nation and the debt is incurred
as a payment to the trafficker as
a fee for finding the job, arrang-
ing transportation and, in some
cases, obtaining travel docu-
ments for the migrant.

Yet, on arrival the migrant often
finds that the job they were
offered does not materialise or
that the contract that they
agreed to has been disregarded.
The migrant is now in debt to the
trafficker and this debt may then
be inflated through exorbitant
charges for interest, accommo-
dation, food and sometimes
fines (eg, for being late for work
or ill). 

Traffickers normally use either
an implicit or explicit threat of
violence, which can be directed
at the migrant or at their family
back in the country of origin to
ensure that the migrant does the
work as instructed.  Traffickers
may also confiscate the
migrant's identity or travel docu-
ments to control their movements and ensure that they
do not try to escape. Typically the migrant will not know
the language or country to which they have been brought
and will have no money to live on let alone pay for a
return ticket home.  It should be stressed that migrant
workers can be subjected to the same sort of coercion
when looking for work within their own country.

Migrant workers in this position are clearly working
against their will under the menace of reprisals from the
trafficker and therefore meet the criteria of forced labour
set out in ILO convention No.29.   Many will also be vic-
tims of debt bondage in accordance with the provisions
of the 1956 Supplementary Convention. 

Trafficking in human beings is the fastest growing mani-
festation of forced labour.  A study published in 2000, for
the US Centre for the Study of Intelligence estimated that
between 700,000 and two million women and children
were trafficked across borders each year globally.  In
December 2000, the United Nations sought to address
this problem by adopting a Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and
Children to supplement the UN Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime.  

The Protocol seeks to prevent and combat trafficking 
in persons and also to protect and assist victims of 
trafficking, with full respect to their human rights.  
It includes, in Article 2, the following definition of 
trafficking:

This definition is very inclusive. Traffickers are all those
who facilitate the recruitment,
transportation, transfer, har-
bouring or receipt of persons
through means which would
include coercion, deception or
by taking advantage of the vic-
tim's vulnerability in order to
exploit them.

The Protocol also seeks to offer
extra protection to victims of
forced labour by stating in
Article 3 that, when coercion,
deception or the abuse of
authority takes place, then it is
irrelevant whether the traffick-
ing victim consented to their
exploitation or not.  Thus, a
woman may agree to be a sex
worker in Europe, but then on
arrival find that her passport is
confiscated, she is forced to
work 12 hours a day and she is
not paid.  In this situation she
is a victim of trafficking
because she has been
deceived as to the conditions
of work and therefore the fact
that she consented to be a sex

worker is irrelevant. 

The Protocol also states that the recruitment, trans-
portation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child (any
person under 18) for the purpose exploitation should
always be considered as trafficking. Those migrant
workers who have been trafficked or who have not got
a regular immigration status are particularly at risk of
being subjected to forced labour because they are
afraid that if they go to the authorities to make a com-
plaint or to seek protection they will be deported.   

However, even migrants who enter another country
with the proper documentation are still at risk of being
subjected to forced labour. Migrant domestic workers
are particularly vulnerable to forced labour because the
nature of their work means that they are invisible to the
wider society.  Employers may seek to further isolate
their domestics by preventing them from leaving the
house where they live and work unless they are accom-
panied, and by confiscating their passport or other
identity documents. 

12

'Trafficking in persons' shall mean
the recruitment, transportation,
transfer, harbouring or receipt of 
persons, by means of the threat 
or use of force or other forms of 
coercion, of abduction, of fraud,
deception, of the abuse of power 
or of a position of vulnerability or 
of the giving or receiving of 
payments or benefits to achieve 
the consent of a person having 
control over another person, for 
the purpose of exploitation.  
Exploitation shall include, at a 
minimum, the exploitation of the
prostitution of others or other forms
of sexual exploitation, forced labour
or services, slavery or practices 
similar to slavery, servitude or the
removal of organs;
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Trafficking and forced child labour in Gabon - case study
In 1999, an organisation in Benin, Enfants Solidaires d'Afrique et du Monde (ESAM), completed a
report on the trafficking of children between the Republic of Benin and Gabon.  The research was based
on interviews with parents, children, receiving families, traffickers and officials. The report found that
out of a sample of 229 children who
had been trafficked, 86 per cent
were girls.  This reflects the fact that
girls are in greater demand for work
as domestics and as market traders.
Of the trafficked boys interviewed,
most worked in the agricultural or
fishing sectors. More than one-third
of parents said that they were pre-
pared to hand their children over to
traffickers because they could not
earn enough to meet the essential
needs of their family. 

A total of 91 children were inter-
viewed in Benin about the condi-
tions in which they lived and worked
while they were in Gabon. With
regard to their living conditions,
more than two-thirds described
their treatment as 'bad'.  They
described being shouted at, being
deprived of food and being beaten
by their employer as examples of the bad treatment they endured. 

With regard to their working conditions, more than half described their treatment as very bad. These
children were generally working for traders and had to work between 14 and 18 hours a day - this
includes both domestic work and commercial activities. They had to carry heavy loads and walk long
distances in order to sell goods.

If the girls did not earn enough money they risked being beaten.  This meant that they were often
frightened about going home if their earnings for the day were low or if they had been stolen.  This
makes the girls vulnerable to exploitation by people who offer to pay the money they must give to their
employers (who are called "aunties").  However, instead of helping them these men often sexually
abuse them or force them into prostitution. The following testimonies taken from different girls after
their return to Benin illustrate these dangers:

"One day, I was coming back from the market crying because a gang had beaten me up
and taken all the money I'd made from selling iced juice.  A man proposed to give me
the money I must give to my auntie but I had to stay with him for a while before return-
ing home. He abused me sexually. He always wants the same thing. Another day, he
paid for the whole tray of fruits I was selling, and I had to do the very same thing. 
I fled from my auntie and found refuge with a Gabonese woman."

case study continued over...

Child Domestic worker, Benin. Credit: ESAM
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...case study continued.

"I couldn't sell of lot of fruit that
day. I went back home and my 
auntie beat me because I didn't
bring enough money. I ran away to
cry behind the house. A man pro-
posed that I spend the night with
him and he would pay my auntie the
money I owe. The following day, he
brought me to a station where we
took a bus for Equatorial Guinea.  
I worked a lot on a plantation and
also acted as his wife. One day, I
fled by going through the forest
until Libreville. From there I was
brought back to Benin."

Child Domestic worker, Benin. Credit: ESAM

Pakistan, Burma and the
European Union's GSP 
- case study
Pressure by the ICFTU and the European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC) amongst others persuaded the
European Union to attach a human rights clause to
its Generalized System of Preferences (GSP), in
effect since 1995.  Under the GSP, exports from par-
ticular countries benefit from reduced tariffs in the
European Union.  

The clause allows the GSP to be withdrawn when a
complaint about human rights violations taking
place in a particular country is upheld by the
European Commission.

In June 1995, the ICFTU, the ETUC, the International
Textile, Garment and Leather Workers' Federation
(ITGLWF) and the European Trade Union Federation:
Textiles, Clothing and Leather (ETUF-TCL), submitted
a complaint under the European GSP regarding the
use of forced labour in Pakistan and Burma. 

As a result of this complaint against Burma the
European Commission launched an investigation in
January 1996. The investigation concluded that the
authorities in Burma routinely used forced labour
and, as a result, the EU Council of Ministers decided
in March 1997 to suspend Burma's GSP trade privi-
leges covering around US$30 million worth of
imported industrial goods. 

However, in relation to Pakistan, the European
Commission did not set up an investigation.  This
was despite the substantial evidence of bonded and
child labour being used in the carpet industry in
Pakistan.  Western countries are estimated to import
97 per cent of carpets produced in Pakistan, India
and Nepal.  

Trade unionists working to free children from
bondage in Pakistan have also been subject to
attacks and harassment.

In February 1998, the same trade unions submitted
further filmed evidence of enslaved children working
in brick kilns and making carpets in Pakistan.  Yet
once again, the European Commission declined to
take action, claiming that there is evidence of will-
ingness on the part of the Pakistani Government to
take measures to address the problem.
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Migrant domestics and forced labour in the UK - case study
Rita (not her real name) escaped from her abusive employer who owns a house in Kensington on 
17 November 2000 and went to Kalayaan, an organisation set up to assist migrant domestic workers,
the same day. 

Rita arrived in the UK with her employer in
May 2000. She was forced to work from
6.30am to 11.30pm and was not given any
time off apart from one hour each Sunday to
attend church.  Rita's employers would pull
the plug out of the phone if she tried to con-
tact her friends and locked her into the
house when they went out to prevent her
from leaving. 

She was forced to sleep on the floor in the
kitchen and subjected to constant verbal
abuse.  Her employers also took her pass-
port and told her that if she left her job she
would be deported back to India. 

While recent changes to UK legislation
allow domestic workers to leave their
employers for any reason and seek work
elsewhere, many migrants do not know
this.  Domestics applying for visas to work
abroad should be interviewed separately
from their employers and informed of their
rights, but this is rarely done.  In Rita's
case, her employer was present when she
was interviewed for a visa in India and told

her what she should say.  In these circumstances it is difficult, if not impossible, for migrants to ask
questions about their immigration status or their right to change employers once in the UK. 

However, even if Rita had known what her rights were, without her passport she could not prove that
she had a visa and permission to work as a domestic in the UK, thereby making her vulnerable to
deportation.

Rita was told that she would receive £150 per week while working in the UK.  In reality her employers
only agreed to pay her £75 per month which they claimed they were sending to an account in India.
However, Rita is not yet sure if any money has been paid into that account and Kalayaan say that,
based on their previous experience of similar situations, it is extremely unlikely that any payments
have been made. 

Government regulations concerning the employment of foreigners often makes the situation worse by
only allowing domestics into the country to accompany their employer.  The fact that the migrant does
not have a work permit in their own right makes it impossible for them to change employers.
Employers can also with-hold wages until they have accumulated several months of backpay, thereby
making it much more difficult for the worker to leave.  This, combined with their isolation and precar-
ious legal status, leaves migrant workers extremely vulnerable and many are subjected to a range of
human rights violations, including physical and sexual abuse as well as forced labour.  It is not uncom-
mon for migrant workers caught in this situation to be children.

Campaign for justice for overseas workers, UK. Credit: Kalayaan
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Forced child labour

Several international standards identify conditions
and circumstances in which no child can be
employed.  Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights stipulates that "Elementary educa-
tion shall be compulsory" thereby prohibiting any
work which prevents a child from attending or com-
pleting elementary education.

Article 10 of the Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights Covenant calls on states to specify a mini-
mum age below which "the paid employment of
children should be prohibited and punishable 
by law".  

The ILO Minimum Age Convention of 1973 (No. 138),
provides the only comprehensive set of guidelines
relating to the appropriate age at which young chil-
dren can enter the work force.  It also takes into
consideration the fact that in less developed coun-
tries many families rely on money earned by their
children. 

ILO Convention No.138 sets the minimum age for
work at not less than the age for finishing compul-
sory schooling and in any case, not less than 15
years old (14 in countries where the "economy and
educational facilities are insufficiently devel-
oped").  Light work can be done by children
between the ages of 13 and 15 years old (reduced to
12 in developing countries), but the Convention
does not allow children under 12 to be employed in
any circumstances.  The minimum age for haz-
ardous work likely to jeopardise the health, safety,
or morals of a worker is set at 18 years old. 

Article 32 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1989) calls on governments to ensure that
children do not perform "any work that is likely to
be hazardous or to interfere with the child's educa-
tion or to be harmful to the child's health or physi-
cal, mental, spiritual, moral or social develop-
ment".

The ILO Bureau of Statistics has estimated that
there are 250 million working children between the
ages of five and 14 in the world, with some 120 mil-
lion children working full-time.   Many of these chil-
dren will be working in contravention of the interna-
tional standards outlined above.  However, this in
itself does not mean that they are involved in forced
child labour.

The general prohibitions on forced labour that have
already been discussed apply equally to children.
However, additional factors have to be considered
when assessing whether a case of child labour can
be described as forced labour. 

When children are sent to work away from their fam-
ilies, sometimes to a different country, they are
made dependent on their employer for their well-
being and basic necessities.  The child cannot leave
because they do not have any money; are too young
to find their way home (particularly if they are
abroad and do not speak the local language); or are
too afraid of what their employers might do to them
if they tried to run away. Children are often sent to
work in other households or to relatives by their
parents because they are having difficulty looking
after them or think that their child will be better off
working in a more affluent house. This practice par-
ticularly affects girls who are then employed as live-
in domestics.

Parents are frequently promised that their child will
go to school or get job training. Wages are some-
times paid to the parents in advance, particularly if
the child has to live some distance from home. In
other cases the child receives no wages and works
solely for their upkeep.  

The complete dependence of the child on their
employer means that they are vulnerable to extreme
exploitation and abuse.  For this reason Article 1(d)
of the 1956 Supplementary Convention specifically
prohibits:

"any institution or practice whereby a child or
young person under the age of 18 years, is deliv-
ered by either or both of his natural parents or by
his guardian to another person, whether for reward
or not, with a view to the exploitation of the child or
young person or of his labour".

This type of practice, which often involves coercion,
abduction, deception, or the abuse of power or a
position of vulnerability, comes under the definition
of trafficking as set out in the UN Protocol to
Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons.  The Protocol prohibits the trafficking of
children for whatever purpose. 

The ILO uses Convention No.29 on forced labour to
examine cases of bonded child labour, child sexual
exploitation and child domestic work in conditions
which are similar to slavery.  
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Restaveks in Haiti - case study
In Haiti, children are given away or sold by their parents to other families to work as domestic servants.  
These children are known as restaveks and the majority are girls from poor rural backgrounds.  The
restaveks are placed with their employers through an intermediary and contact between the child and
their parents is severed, leaving the child completely dependent on her employing family and vulnera-
ble to exploitation.

The restavek child is not viewed as a person, but rather as a transferable resource. If members of the
employing family decide at any time that they are not happy with the child, they can throw them out.  Yet

if the child is unhappy or
becomes the victim of abuse they
cannot leave.  Those who try to
run away may be recaptured,
beaten and returned to the
employing family. 

In 1993, the ILO's Committee of
Experts reviewed the situation of
restavek children under ILO
Convention No.29. 
The Committee of Experts high-
lighted three aspects of the situa-
tion faced by restavek children
which were characteristic of
forced labour:

The children’s separation from
their families;

The fact that the children are not
consulted regarding their willing-
ness to work as domestics;

The children’s total dependence
upon their employing family for
their welfare and their conse-
quent vulnerability to extreme
exploitation, abuse and other
forms of punishment.

The Committee commented that
restavek children were found
"...to work as domestics in condi-
tions which are not unlike servi-
tude. The children were forced to
work long hours with little chance
of bettering their conditions;
many children were reported to
have been physically and sexual-
ly abused". 

case study continued over...

Child domestic worker, Haiti. Credit: Leah Gordon
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The Committee of Experts also noted that for many their only choice was to run away and that in many
cases they ended up "preferring a life without shelter or food to a life of servitude and abuse. The prac-
tice  of restavek was openly compared to slavery in Haiti".  In 1999, ILO/IPEC estimated between
110,000 and 250,000 children work as restaveks in Haiti.

In recent years, the ILO has intensified its efforts to eradicate the use of forced child labour interna-
tionally.  In 1992, the ILO set up the International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC)
to assist countries in developing and implementing policies and programmes to eliminate child labour.
IPEC made the elimination of forced child labour and child bonded labour one of its three priority areas.

In June 1998, the ILO's International Labour Conference adopted the Declaration on Fundamental
Principles and Rights at Work, which made the effective abolition of child labour one of its four funda-
mental principles.

This means that all member
states are required to pro-
mote the abolition of child
labour even if they have not
ratified the relevant "core"
standard in relation to child
labour.  These standards are
the ILO Minimum Age
Convention (No.138) and the
new ILO Convention on the
Worst Forms of Child Labour
(No.182) which was adopted
in 1999.

The Worst Forms of Child
Labour Convention calls on
states to take immediate and
urgent action to prohibit and
eliminate the most abusive
and hazardous forms of
exploitation, now referred to
as the "worst forms" of child
labour. The definition of "the
worst forms of child labour"
is presented in Article 3 and includes:

(a) all forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the sale and trafficking of chil-
dren, debt bondage and serfdom  and forced or compulsory labour, including the forced or
compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed conflict

The accompanying recommendation proposes that governments establish programmes of action to
identify the forms of child labour which require elimination and then to take the necessary measures to
effectively abolish them.

...case study continued.

Former child soldier, Uganda. Credit: GUSCO
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Forced child labour in the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) - case study
Very young children from the Indian sub-continent and various parts of Africa have been kidnapped or
trafficked to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) to work as camel jockeys.

The fact that children are separated from their families, taken to a country where the people, culture
and usually the language are completely unknown and left completely dependent on their employers
for their very survival means that they are not in a position to stop working and are vulnerable to
extreme exploitation and physical  abuse.

Despite the fact that Article 20 of the UAE's 1980 labour legislation prohibits the employment of any-
one under the age of 15, the UN Special Rapporteur on the sale of children noted in her 1999 report
that little was being done to stop the use of underage children as camel jockeys.  She found evidence
that:

"…clearly indicates that the rules are being blatantly ignored. In February 1998, ten
Bangladeshi boys, aged between five and eight, were rescued in India while being smuggled
to become camel jockeys. The boys had been lured away from their poor families with the
promise of high-paying jobs". 

During 1999 and 2000, a number of cases involving the trafficking or abuse of camel jockeys were
reported.  One involved a four-year-old camel jockey from Bangladesh who was found abandoned and
close to death in the UAE desert. In a separate case another four-year-old from Bangladesh had his
legs severely burnt by his employer as a punishment for "under performing". 

Child camel jockey, UAE. Credit: Newsline
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Conclusion - focusing on the
elimination of forced labour

In recent years the issue of forced labour has been
given greater prominence on the international human
rights agenda.  This is
reflected in specific pro-
hibitions on the use of
forced labour in both the
ILO Convention on the
Worst Forms of Child
Labour (No.182), 1999
and the United Nations
Protocol to Prevent,
Suppress and Punish
Trafficking in Persons,
especially Women and
Children, 2000.

The ILO has also priori-
tised the elimination of
forced labour through its
1998 Declaration on
Fundamental Principles
and Rights at Work.  The
Declaration says that all
member states have an
obligation to promote
the principles in eight
core ILO Conventions,
which include the forced
labour Conventions
(Nos.29 and 105), regard-
less of whether they have
ratified them or not.

The ILO has recently sig-
nalled its determination to
see that the provisions
on these Conventions are
respected by taking
unprecedented action
against Burma for its fail-
ure to comply with ILO
Convention No.29.

As part of the follow-up
to the Declaration a glob-
al report is made each
year to the ILO
Conference giving an
overall assessment of
how the fundamental
principles are being
applied.  In June 2001,
the global report is
scheduled to look at
forced labour and exam-
ine the extent to which it

continues to occur throughout the world.  It will also
assess the effectiveness of the ILO's initiatives to combat
forced labour and make recommendations on what its
priorities should be in the next four years.

The global report pro-
vides a real opportunity
to focus attention on
forced labour interna-
tionally and to put pres-
sure on governments to
implement the report's
recommendations and
take the necessary
action to eradicate
forced labour.  The glob-
al report for 2002 will
focus on the elimination
of child labour and
therefore also allows fol-
low-up on forced labour
issues.

ILO Convention No.29 on
forced labour was adopt-
ed over 70 years ago and
has been ratified by 155
out of the 175 ILO mem-
ber states. 9  Yet, as this
booklet has shown, mil-
lions of people continue
to be subjected to vari-
ous forms of forced
labour in countries all
over the world.  

This booklet is in no way
an exhaustive account of
all the forced labour that
takes place globally.  Nor
does it cover all the
international laws and
human rights monitoring
mechanisms which can
be used to try to combat
forced labour. However,
we hope that this book-
let will provide a useful
introduction and refer-
ence point for those who
are seeking the effective
elimination of forced
labour in their own coun-
tries and around the
world.

ILO action against forced
labour in Burma  
- case study
As seen earlier, the Government of Burma has
been repeatedly condemned by the ILO for its
widespread and systematic use of forced labour
(see pages 4 and 5). At the ILO Conference in
June 2000, a resolution was passed which
effectively called for sanctions to be imposed
against Burma if the Government did not taken
concrete steps to implement the ILO's recom-
mendations by 30 November 2000.

Following an ILO technical assistance mission
to Burma the ILO's Governing Body concluded
in November 2000 that the ILO Commission of
Inquiry's recommendations to stop the use of
forced labour had not been implemented.  This
cleared the way for measures to be taken to
compel Burma to meet its obligations under ILO
Convention No.29. 

Acting on that decision, the ILO Director
General contacted international organisations
and requested them to stop any co-operation
with Burma and cease any activities which
could directly or indirectly support the practice
of forced labour.  All ILO constituents - which
includes governments, trade unions and
employers' organisation - were also urged to
review their relations with Burma and take mea-
sures to ensure that Burma could not take
advantage of these relations to perpetuate the
use of forced labour.  

This action is unprecedented for the ILO and
indicates that the institution and its con-
stituent members are serious in their commit-
ment to trying to tackle forced labour.



footnotes

footnote number  page number

1 The Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners adopted in 1955 by the first UN Congress 2
on the Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of Prisoners stated that detainees who have not been 
tried cannot be forced to work but should be offered the possibility of doing so.  In either case the 
prisoners should be paid equitable remuneration for the work done.

2 Abolition of Forced Labour, General Survey by the Committee of Experts, ILO, Geneva, 1979, para. 36-37. 2

3 1979 General Survey on the Abolition of Forced Labour, para.37 . 2

4  The representation procedure allows reports to be submitted to the ILO which allege that a 4
member country has failed to implement an ILO Convention.  These allegations are thoroughly 
examined by a specially-appointed, tri-partite committee which submits its conclusions and 
recommendation to the ILO Governing Body for adoption.

5 The Report of the Commission of Inquiry, Forced labour in Burma, International Labour Office, Geneva, 5
2 July 1998, page 158.  See also page 20 for recent ILO action to follow up on the Commission's report
and recommendations.

6 The exception to this relates to prison labour. The Civil and Political Covenant states that forced labour 5
does not include any work or service by a person who is being detained, without having been brought 
to trial or convicted, if that person is detained in accordance with a lawful order of a court.  
Similarly, it excludes work by a person during conditional release from detention ordered by a court, 
for example, pending trial. In contrast, ILO Convention No.29 only allows the authorities to oblige a 
detainee to work if they have been convicted. 

7 Some of these measures are also required by ILO Convention No.95 concerning the Protection of Wages 6
(1949).  Article 12 of Convention No.95 also prohibits methods of payment that deprive workers of the 
genuine possibility of terminating their employment.

8 Letter to H.E. Mr Kurt Juul, Ambassador for  the European Union  to Pakistan from  Mr Youseaf Kamal 9
of the Government of Pakistan's Labour, Manpower and Overseas Pakistanis Division.

9 At the time of writing this report, the countries which had not ratified Convention No.29 included 20
Afghanistan, Bolivia, Canada, China, Korea, Latvia, Mozambique, Nepal and the United States. 

for further information contact...

If you would like to find out how to get involved in cam-
paigns against forced labour or would like more informa-
tion on the issues raised in this booklet please visit the
following websites: 

www.antislavery.org
(English only)

www.ICFTU.org
(French & Spanish available)

IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall LLaabboouurr OOrrggaanniissaattiioonn:: 
www.ilo.org 
(French & Spanish available)

SSoolliiddaarr::

www.solidar.org
(French, Spanish, German & Italian available)

WWeerrkkssttaatttt OOkköönnoommiiee::
www.woek.de
(German only)

for related publications...
(in English unless otherwise specified)

Disposable People: 
New Slavery in the Global Economy  
by Prof Kevin Bales 1999
Price: £9.50 

Debt Bondage
by Anti-Slavery 1998
Price: £4.50

Do you know about the Worst
Forms of Child Labour? Brochure
explaining the new ILO Convention
on the worst forms of child labour
(also printed in French and Spanish)
by Anti-Slavery 2001
Price: no charge for single
requests, a charge will be made 
for bulk orders.

ILO Monitoring Mechanisms
and how they can be used to
Protect Minority Rights 
MRG and Anti-Slavery 2001

...to purchase contact:

b.smaga@antislavery 
or, order online at
www.antislavery.org

Trade Union World
A monthly ICFTU magazine
looking at trade union news
in it’s global context (also
printed in French and Spanish)

For subscriptions con-
tact... 

internetpo@ICFTU.org



Anti-Slavery International
Thomas Clarkson House, The Stableyard
Broomgrove Road, London SW9 9TL UK
TTeell::  ++4444 ((00))2200 77550011 88992200   Fax: +44 (0)20 7738 4110
Email: info@antislavery.org
www.antislavery.org

International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions (ICFTU)
Bld du Roi Albert II,no 5 bte 1
B - 1210 Brussels, Belguim
TTeell:: ++3322 22 22224400221111  Fax: +32 2 2015815
Email: internetpo@icftu.org
www. icftu.org

The International
Confederation of Free Trade
Unions (ICFTU), was set up in
1949.  It has 221 affiliated organi-
sations covering all five conti-
nents and a membership of 155
million.  The ICFTU campaigns on
issues such as the defence of
trade union and worker's rights,
the eradication of forced and
child labour and the promotion of
equal rights for working women.

Anti Slavery International is the
world's oldest international human rights
organisation and was set up in 1839. 
Anti-Slavery is committed to eliminating
slavery through research, raising aware-
ness and campaigning.  It works with
local organisations to put pressure on
governments to acknowledge slavery and
to take action to abolish its practice. 


