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in balancing profit and moral responsibility.
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Introduction

A widely recognised ethical dilemma is the issue of illegal forced labor, where individuals are
compelled to work for little to no pay, sometimes against their own will. However, a problem even more
pressing is the issue of the loose economic loopholes which allow for this to be completely legal.
Companies are constantly faced with the conflict between moral responsibility and the lure of larger profit
through cheaper labor. A very common practice that is present in everyday life is the case in which a
company relocates its production centers to a country where labor protection laws are weaker. This makes
it simple for the business to exploit its workers and violate human rights, therefore reducing costs and
maximizing the company’s profit. If a company’s manufacturing facilities are located in a country where
the minimum wage is far lower than the country where the product is being sold, it can pay wages to its
manufacturing workers that would be considered illegal to pay in the selling country. As long as the
wages comply with the laws of the country where the production occurs, this is technically entirely legal.
However, one should ask oneself if legality excuses exploitation. These companies charge their customer
prices for a higher-wage market, maximizing profits while their workers are trapped in low-income

conditions, working as hard as those in a developed country, but for much less.

There is a significant power imbalance between multinational corporations and their local
suppliers. In many cases, suppliers are medium sized factories that rely solely on interactions with
powerful firms to stay in business. They often feel forced to accept unfavorable terms as a result of being
dependent, which ultimately creates a system where workers bear the loss of basic rights through
measures such as extremely low wages, long working hours, and unsafe working conditions. These
pressures perpetuate a cycle of exploitation, as suppliers comply to meet the demands of global brands,

while workers remain in low paying jobs with no say in their conditions.



Definition of Key Terms

Minimum Wage
The lowest payment that employees are legally entitled to receive. This wage is set by an authorised body
like the government, and it is set in order to protect workers from exploitation and to reduce poverty. The

minimum wage varies from one region to another.

High-wage Market
A region where the average wages are significantly higher than other economies. Typically, higher wages
mean a higher cost of living, stronger labor protection laws, and higher prices set for products and

services.

Supply Chain
The entire network of people, resources, organizations and activities involved in the production of a good.
It refers to all the parts of the process, including the raw materials, the manufacturing, the distribution,

etc, and portrays how a product moves from its origin to the end consumer.

Multinational Companies (MNCs)
A big company that operates in more than one country. This might mean that it has offices, factories, or
stores all around the world. Corporations become multinational with the aim of maximizing profit by

reaching more customers or lowering costs. Some examples of popular multinationals are Apple,

McDonald’s, and Nike.

Sweatshop Practices

This term refers to when a factory or workshop has very poor working conditions, usually involving
developed countries that make products for major brands. Conditions that could be classified as
sweatshop practices tend to include very low wages, excessively long working hours, unsafe

environments, exploitation of the vulnerable, and weak workers’ rights.



Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
When companies integrate social and environmental concerns into their business operations. The CSR’s
aim is to focus not only on profit, but also on enhancing moral responsibility for results to have an ethical

impact on society and the environment.

Background Information

Historical Background

Historians usually reference slavery as one of the principal root causes of cheap labor. This issue
dates back to the era of colonialism during the 15th century, when imperial powers would exploit their
colonized lands for resources and their people for services, with the goal of fueling economic growth.
Colonial powers imposed slavery, indentured servitude, and many other forms of forced labor on natives,

ensuring a system that allowed for them to maximize profit with a steady and cheap supply of labor.

Colonialism further institutionalized the local colonies’ dependency on exports by setting up
systems that controlled trade. The powers set laws, taxes, and trade rules requiring colonies to only trade
with them. This means that colonies could not sell their products to any other country. The Navigation
Acts is an example of this case. This Law set up in 1651 by the English Parliament ensured that all the
valuable raw materials and goods such as sugar, tobacco, indigo, and cotton, native to American land,
could only be exported to the British. These products had to be shipped to Britain, where they would then

be resold elsewhere, denying the colonies access to the most profitable markets.

Several labor systems that sprung during the colonial era mirror some modern cheap labor
practices. For instance, slavery, indentured servitude, and debt-peonage, where workers and enslaved
people performed exhausting and most frequently unpaid work under extremely harsh conditions, usually
with limited rights or freedom. Plantations in the Caribbean and South America, for example, depended
on slavery. On the other hand, Asian, African, and Caribbean colonies mostly utilized indentured servants,

working under contracts requiring years of low wage labor.

These systems were further developed during the 19th and 20th centuries by imperialism, as it
created a foundation for networks of interdependent markets and trade. This expansion is often seen as the

forerunner of today’s globalization in the world, shaping the current flow of capital, labor, and goods.



The great expansion of globalization during the late 20th century further fueled the issue. This
trend led to a rapid advancement in transportation, communication, and production, making it

significantly easier for companies to locate their manufacturing centers across the globe.

Even after independence, former colonies fell into a loop and therefore still remain economically
tied to supplying cheap labor. Bangladesh and Vietnam, for example, supply low wage clothing products
for global brands, and several African countries provide raw materials labor for European and American
industries. A common pattern for these countries that perpetuates labor exploitation in the colonial era is
for them to focus their economies on exports demanded by wealthy countries, while facing pressures to

keep their wages low in order to stay competitive in the market of global supply chains

Current Situation in the World

Even after centuries of battling cheap labor, with MNCs choosing to prioritize profit over ethical
responsibilities, this issue is still undeniably prominent in today’s economy. With high production rates
and even higher consumer demand, cheap labor is a simple and accessible strategy that companies resort

to.

The economic disparities between developed and developing countries play a major role in
feeding the cheap labor system as well as keeping it in place. Many underdeveloped countries with high
unemployment rates and desperate citizens find themselves in a position where it's difficult to reject any
available work, even if those offers don’t comply with basic labor laws. For many, this low income means
being able to afford rent or food. Multinationals often consider this vulnerability and take advantage of it
by setting up factories in the poorest regions, handing out employment opportunities, only to then abuse
the imbalance of power against their workers, knowing that they are not very likely to protest or quit due

to the lack of work alternatives and their dependence on their wage.

Over the past years, global unemployment rates have notably dropped, and as of May 2025, they
were at a historic low, with only 4.9% of the world’s labor force remaining unemployed. Additionally, the
Future Jobs Report 2025 by the World Economic Forum explains that MNCs play an important role in job
creation globally, and expects it to contribute to the creation of 78 million job positions worldwide by
2030. Looking solely at the statistics, one could argue that these numbers showcase that multinationals are
favoring local economies; they are essentially giving people job opportunities, providing employment to
the citizens of underdeveloped regions. In this way, they help combat the high unemployment rates while

also improving overall economic activity. One could also claim that foreign investment plays a significant



role in economic development, stimulating the global market, as well as helping invigorate local
businesses by introducing new technologies, skills, access to global supply chains, as well as improving
the integration of low income countries into the global economy. However, the reality of this is more
complex. Apart from benefits, this system brings to developing nations a cycle of dependency, where
workers find themselves trapped in poverty without being able to turn around. The economic and social
conditions that let cheap labor occur still exist, making it extremely difficult for these countries to
improve worker protection or wage laws. Low income countries make up about 40% of the global
population, and they are the main regions where multinationals seek cheap labor. In these countries,
workers might just earn the equivalent to about a few euros daily while producing goods that are being
sold for hundreds in wealthier markets. According to 2020 estimates by the International Labour
Organization (ILO), globally, 19% of all workers — which represents around 327 million people — are paid

at or below their minimum wage. In low income countries, this figure goes up to about 30-40%.

The use of cheap labor by MNCs is not uncommon. This issue can be found in most industries: in
the clothes worn, the technology used, the goods purchased, the food eaten, and more. As of 2025
research, several industries have been strongly associated with cheap labor, with the textile industry being
among the most prominent. Fast fashion is a highly profitable and rapidly growing sector. It refers to a
business model where clothing companies produce a large quantity of clothes at a low cost and quickly. In
order to do so, many of these fast fashion companies resort to outsourcing their factories to cut costs. The
textile industry employs approximately 75 million factory workers across the world, with less than 2% of
these earning a living wage. A Vietnamese woman who works at a factory which produces shoes for
global companies explains that one pair of shoes that they make is valued more than their whole month’s
salary. An example of an extremely popular American brand that operates its manufacturing factories in
underdeveloped nations is the famous sportswear brand: Nike. Currently, China and Vietnam are Nike’s
top production bases, with these countries being in charge of manufacturing 36% of the companies’ shoes.
22% of them are made by Indonesia, and 6% by Thailand. Other countries on this list include Malaysia,
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and more. For example, in Vietnam, although it varies by region, the country’s
minimum wage ranges approximately between the equivalent of €129 to €186 per month, while in the
U.S. — where Nike was founded —, the minimum wage is currently $7.25 per hour, which roughly
translates to $1,160 per month for full time workers. The electronics sector follows a similar model
involving cheap labor. Much like Fast Fashion, this industry outsources manufacturing to countries with
weaker labor protections such as China, Vietnam, and Malaysia. Recognisable brands like Samsung or

Dell depend on factories in these countries to assemble their products.



Apart from paying its workers extremely low wages, which some even report to not being enough
to feed just one of their children, cheap labor puts its employees in highly dangerous positions. As a
result, workers often have to work under extremely unsafe conditions. This might be manifested through
overcrowded factories with poor ventilation, unsafe exposure to toxic chemicals, excessive working
hours, etc. Throughout the course of the past years, there have been several incidents due to these unsafe
regulations that have ended in death for thousands. An example of this is the 2012 incident in Pakistan,
where 289 people died due to a fire breaking out in the factory, which had most doors locked and poor

safety regulations.

Despite ongoing public concerns and promises from MNCs to improve labor conditions, many
arguments claim that current global supply chains frequently prioritize profit and cutting costs over the

protection and rights of their workers in developing countries.

Major Countries and Organisations Involved

Bangladesh

Bangladesh plays a central role in the cheap labor system, specifically in the textile industry. It is
currently the second largest clothing exporter in the world, with its Ready Made Garment sector making
up more than 75% of the country’s exports and employing millions of Bangladeshi. This country supplies
to many multinational clothing companies. For instance, H&M has over 200 factories in Bangladesh,
making it the largest buyer of their garments. After this company, corporations such as Primark,
Walmart, and Gap, follow. As of 2025, The minimum wage in this nation is 12,500 Bangladeshi Taka per
month, roughly equivalent to 88 euros, and workers often earn as little as 3 to 5 euros per day. Factories
keep their wages low to stay attractive to global customers and investors, and many follow unsafe
protocols. In 2013, over 1100 died and 2500 were injured in the Rana Plaza collapse, where employees
were demanded to work despite the building being in dangerous conditions, leading it to collapse and trap
over 3000 people inside. Bangladesh faces challenges regarding inflation, taxation, political and economic
stability, and more. Nevertheless, exportations are the main driver of their GDP growth, and the country is

expected to graduate from the Least Developed Countries (LDC) status by 2026.

China
China is greatly attractive for multinational companies as a source for cheap production of electronics,
machinery, consumer goods, and textiles. The country is often referred to as the “world’s factory” and is

immensely targeted for their manufacturing capabilities, with this sector employing hundreds of millions



of Chinese citizen workers and offering an immensely effective low-cost, high-production capacity. China
is home to thousands of factories that create products for Shein, Samsung, Nike, Huawei, and many other
brands. It is the largest apparel exporter in the world, supplying over 30% of global clothing exports.
Apart from textiles, China is also the leading exporter of electronics in the world. It makes up about 70%
of the global smartphone manufacturing market. Additionally, over 80% of all global toys from the goods
industry are produced in the country, and it is also critical for industries like electric vehicles and
renewable energy as it is a major hub for solar panels and rare earth materials. One of the most notable
examples of China’s dominance in mass production at a low cost, is the ultra Fast Fashion giant that has
rapidly reached global market levels, Shein. This brand heavily relies on China’s factories and cheap labor
to produce clothing, pushing thousands of new items to the market daily, and selling these products for
extremely low prices. This business model allows the company to offer items at prices that are almost
impossible for competitors to match. Reports have accused Shein of poor working conditions, excessive
working hours, and extremely low wages for its manufacturing workers. Although the wages in China
have risen over the last few years, certain regions still have poor labor protection laws, making it easy for
companies to exploit workers without facing serious consequences. In many factories, employees work
from 12 to 18 hours a day, sometimes earning less than the equivalent of 500 euros per month. As a

country, China does not have a national minimum wage, but rather, this number ranges between regions.

India

India is also amongst the list of countries that are most involved with the cheap labor market, specifically
in the textile and electronic sectors. It is an efficient source of cheap manufacturing for global brands as it
currently has some of the lowest prices in the market. The country’s clothing industry plays a major role
in contributing to its economic growth. It employs millions, particularly in regions like Tamil Nadu.
There, garment workers earn the equivalent of around 100 euros per month, while India’s average
monthly factory wages are between 188 and 230 euros. Reports evidence that some textile workers from
marginalized communities and often without actual contracts earn as little as 0.11 euros per hour. On
another hand, India is also a hub for the cheap manufacturing of electronics. Companies like Samsung,
Xiaomi, Sony, Panasonic, and more, operate factories in India. In Delhi, unskilled electronics workers
earn around 180 euros per month, while skilled workers earn more. India does not have a national
minimum wage, and each state government sets its own. However, as of 2025, the National Floor Level
Minimum Wage is around 178 Indian rupees per day, roughly equivalent to 1,70 euros per day, or around
51 euros per month, but states often set higher rates. Approximately, 70% of India’s estimated 68 million
manufacturing workers are employed in small and often unregistered firms where labor protection laws

are limited.



United States

The United States is a major consumer market and driver of demand for low cost goods and services,
being one of the main contributors of cheap labor, feeding its system and essentially keeping it running
and in place. U.S. citizens buy enormous amounts of clothing, electronics, and other goods produced
outside the country. Mass consumption creates a high demand for fast and cheap products, which
incentivizes multinationals to move their factories abroad, to places with weaker labor laws. In addition,
many U.S. founded companies, such as Nike, Walmart, and Levi's, heavily rely on factories in low wage
countries to keep their prices competitive. About 60% of all United States companies move their
operations or service centers to other countries to cut costs, and about 35% of U.S. manufacturing work
now occurs in other countries. Some legislations, like the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act, aim to
stop forced labor productions to enter the U.S. market. However, enforcement is not strong enough yet,

permitting many goods from high risk regions to reach consumers.

United Nations Human Rights Committee (UNHRC)

The United Nations Human Rights Committee plays a central role in promoting and protecting all types
of human rights, among which, labor rights. This committee serves as a forum for dialogue and for
cooperative action on human rights issues. Its duty is to work together in order to discuss and pass
resolutions that improve the protection of human rights in and outside the workplace: freedom from
exploitation, violence, and discrimination are some of the rights it attempts to safeguard. The council
helps strengthen labor laws by reinforcing international standards which advocate for fair pay, decent
working conditions, the right to work, and the right to unify and bargain collectively. The UNHRC is
actively collaborating with other organizations such as the ILO, and working with these partners to
advance worker’s rights by promoting equality and addressing factors like forced or child labor. However,
the UNHRC’s power is limited, as it cannot directly impose legal regulations; it can only establish
guidelines and offer suggestions. Instead, the willingness of Member States to accept and follow its rules

determines its impact.

Timeline of Events

Date Description of Event

1500s-1800s Translatlantic Slave Trade and Colonial Exploitation

European Empires, particularly Britain, Portugal, Spain,



10



1672

Early 18th century

Late 18th century

11

France, and the Netherlands, established colonies in the
Americas, Asia, and Africa. The slave trade made millions
of Africans work on plantations producing cotton, sugar,
and more goods. The profits and raw materials were kept
by the colonial powers and provided for the expansion of

European economies and cities.

Royal African Company in England

England gained exclusive control over the trade of enslaved
African and gold for English colonies when it founded the
Royal African Company. This company became a
monopoly of this sector, and because it was supported by
the government, the company greatly expanded the slave
trade by volume and profitability. By doing so, the money
earned helped when investing in Britain's growth, including

its infrastructure, economy, and expanding its colonies.

Colonial Cash Crops Fuel Industrialization

Products extracted from slave labor and colonial
plantations, such as sugar and cotton, were shipped from
colonies to Europe. These goods became essential for
European Industries, especially in Britain. The profits made
from this trade were invested in banks, infrastructure, and
new industries. This advancement helped speed up
industrial growth and set the stage for the Industrial

Revolution.

Industrial Revolution

Using the capital gained by its colonial trade and slave
labor, Britain became the first power to industrialize. It
started deploying cheap labor in factories, with its workers
getting paid extremely low wages and in harsh conditions.
By doing so, it set a trend of large scale, low cost

production, which then spread across Europe and North



1807-1838

1830-1890

12

America over the next century. This new mass production
model adopted by developed nations radically transformed
their economies and the working conditions of their

factories.

Abolition of Slave Trade and the Apprenticeship System
In 1807, the British Parliament passed the Abolition of the
Slave Trade Act, which made it illegal to engage in the act
of buying or selling enslaved people across the British
Empire. However, it wasn’t until later that engaging in the
slave trade became illegal across all the colonies. In 1833,
the Slavery Abolition Act was passed. This act finalized
slavery by abolishing the institution itself. However, many
of these newly freed individuals were forced into a system
called the Apprenticeship System, which lasted from 1834
to 1838. It required the formerly enslaved people in British
colonies to keep working for their past enslavers for little to
no pay and often under harsh conditions. This period kept
cheap labor in place in order to benefit plantation owners

and the overall colonial economy.

U.S. Industrial Expansion

Fueled by the great expansion of railroad networks and
mass production techniques, the United States experienced
rapid industrial growth, which led it to become a leading
industrial power. Urban centers saw factories getting
multiplied as well as producing goods faster and for
cheaper than they ever did before. This great expansion
heavily relied on cheap labor, particularly on immigrants,
women, and children, who faced harsh working conditions
and very low wages. This period settled systems of labor
exploitation that would be later seen in future similar

patterns of low cost production.



Creation of the International Labour Organization
1919 (ILO)
The ILO was founded after the first World War. It is a
United Nations agency that works on setting global
standards for labor with the aim of improving the working
conditions of employees across the world. It promotes fair
wages, safe working conditions, and the prohibition of
forced and child labor. This Organization has played a
major role in shaping labor rights globally, building more

ethical and safe working environments worldwide.

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
This declaration was adopted by the United Nations
General Assembly after World War II. It established global
frameworks addressing rights and freedom. It advocated for
fair wages, safe working conditions, and the prevention of
exploitation. The UDHR has heavily influenced

international law.

1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR)
This binding international treaty requires countries to
guarantee fair labor conditions and wages, and protection
against exploitation. It enhances human rights by making

Relevant UN Treaties and Resolutions. . .
economic, social, and cultural rights legally enforceable

The United Nations plays a key role in 3%?&%2&%1&? gig%?nﬁfeﬁ]?sﬁ%(éagﬁrﬂ?éﬁt%‘fés J)tfhas helped sct
international labor standards, promote basicr@%ﬁgigi%lgﬁi I{Uﬁ%ﬁg{g}gast&%??&gt@éoﬁ% %?Ee%gkling the

issue of exploitation. These are some of the treaties attempting to combat cheap and forced labor that

12798b3er by the member states of the (Eobal Relocation of Production
During this period, it slowly started becoming more
common for multinational corporations to relocate their
production centers to less developed countries such as
China, Vietnam, India, and others. This was driven by the

Universal Declaration of Human Ri ghtsigUDHR ,ad(I)rE)ted by the Uni‘[et(gl Nations General

motive of reduc¢ing manufacturing costs, therefore
Assembly on December 10 1948
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The UDHR, established by the UN General Assembly in 1948 through Resolution 217 A (III), remains
today as one of the most important documents aiming to establish fundamental human rights, among
which, labor rights. Article 23 on the Resolution claims that everyone has the right to favorable conditions
of work, fair wages, protection against unemployment, and the free choice of employment. In addition, it
explains that everyone should have the right to form trade unions, essentially allowing workers to join as
one to defend their rights and negotiate with higher authorities. Even though countries are not mandated
to follow the UDHR the way they must follow a law, it still serves as a moral and ethical compass, setting
frameworks and basic standards regarding human rights, as well as having served as a guide for the
creation of later treaties and labor laws. For instance, its principles have influenced conventions by the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and the International Labour
Organization (ILO). The UDHR also recognizes forced labor and unsafe working conditions as human
rights violations, and it underscores the global responsibility of states and businesses in ensuring that

workers are treated fairly.

UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations
Human Rights Council on June 16, 2011

The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNCP’s), established by the UN Human
Rights Council in Resolution 17/4 in 2011, was one of the first frameworks advocating for the protection
of human and labor rights from businesses that was globally recognized. This treaty revolves around three
core principles: The state’s responsibility to protect human rights, the corporate’s obligation to uphold
ethical practices, and the ability for workers whose rights have been violated to seek justice. The main
aim of this resolution is to tackle issues such as forced labor, child labor, unsafe working environments,
unfair wages, etc. Similar to the UDHR, the UNCP’s are not legally imposed, but likewise, they are
heavily influential on corporate social behavior and national security. It slowly became more and more
expected for multinationals to engage with stakeholders, such as employees and unions, report on
compliance publicly, and perform checks on human rights. The UNCP’s have been widely embraced by

governments and firms around the world.

UN Global Compact, launched by the United Nations on July 26, 2000

This initiative aims to strengthen ethical business practices by encouraging firms to follow ten universally
recognized principles and to try to align their operation systems with them. These principles defend
human rights, the environment, labor rights, and anti-corruption. Regarding labor, the treaty aims to

abolish child and forced labor, ensure safe working conditions, and protect the right of workers to form
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unions. Corporations commit to the requirements by integrating them into their work strategies once they
sign the Compact. Although participation is voluntary, thousands of companies have joined the initiative.
All signatories are driven to report their progress, their challenges, and their efforts to combat and prevent
exploitation for the public to see. This method has helped systematically improve countries where cheap
labor is still very prominent. The Global Compact also partners with other UN agencies, society
organizations, and industry groups. They work together to raise awareness on the matter and improve

labor standards.

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue

Over the years, there have been numerous attempts to put an end to cheap labor, exploitation, and
the implications that come with these systems. Although some of these efforts have had degrees of
success, unfortunately none have achieved eradicating the problem or creating lasting results. Some
United Nations resolutions proposed stricter international enforcement mechanisms, but due to the
economic and political interests of the parties involved, mainly from those who benefit the most from low
cost production, the resolutions failed to gain support. Likewise, regional initiatives by organizations like
the International Labour Organization, for instance, faced significant challenges such as inadequate
funding or lack of participation by member states when attempting to effectively enforce labor standards.
Without strong collaboration, it became difficult for these programs to exert their influence on improving

workers’ rights.

Because most countries are not legally enforced to follow international labor protocols, nations
and corporations that benefit from cheap labor have no incentive to follow moral standards. For example,
although the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights promotes safe working conditions
and fair wages, many nations with multinational corporations still allow for unsafe working conditions to
persist. The reason for this tends to be directly correlated to the fact that enforcing these standards could
potentially discourage foreign investments or profits. Similarly, The Fair Labor Association works with
the aim of improving labor conditions in factories across the world through monitoring processes.
However, often due to a lack of legal enforcement mechanisms or penalties, many factories disregard the
association’s proposals, failing to fully comply with its standards. Countries that refuse to follow these
protocols tend to mainly prioritize short term economic gains over long term labor protections, which

ultimately weakens the global push for enforceable standards.

15



Possible Solutions

Establishing Fair and Living Wage Standards for Workers

Ensuring that workers receive wages that truly reflect the value of their work would help combat cheap
labor in developing countries. This solution emphasizes comparing how much workers in more developed
countries would earn from similar jobs, and for corporations to set its employees’ wages respectively to
this information. Guaranteeing that wages meet living standards depending on each region’s economy is a
fundamental technique to prevent exploitation from occurring. This solution calls for an international
wage monitoring mechanism under the supervision of organizations such as the International Labour
Organization (ILO) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). It would be mandatory for
member states to submit annual wage reports demonstrating conformity to fair wage standards in relation
to the cost of living. Trade related consequences, such as the loss of tariff privileges or access to
international funding programs, could affect member states that persistently underpay their workers. In
addition, a Global Wage Certification System could be implemented; companies that follow up to wage
and labor standards would be acknowledged by the UN, enhancing their international standing as well as
their access to the market. This system’s intent would be to hold governments accountable while also
pressuring multinational corporations to comply, as not doing so could harm their global credibility.

Through this approach, employees are better protected from abusive practices and potential exploitation.

Enhance Global Transparency and Supply Chain Accountability

International cooperation is essential for combating cheap labor as this issue tends to flourish in areas
with minimal enforcement and regulations. To develop mechanisms that improve transparency across
international supply chains, governments, NGO’s, and businesses must collaborate. This could involve
mandating companies to use validated online databases, and for these to be available to both the
customers and regulators in order to publicly display information about where their production centers are
located, their suppliers, the wage standards in their manufacturing facilities, and more. Working together,
member states could identify patterns of abuse and share data by establishing cooperative inspection
platforms. Furthermore, by using digital tools such as blockchain technology, it may be possible to track
products from manufacturing to sale. This could guarantee that no stage within the process of production
and distribution uses abusive labor. By increasing supply chain transparency, global institutions like the

ILO would be able to identify unethical behavior by businesses, putting pressure on them to uphold fair
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working conditions. This solution would protect workers from exploitation regardless of where the

production is taking place.

Enhance Unskilled Workers’ Education

Cheap labor ultimately sustains itself due to the uneducated or unskilled workers whose last resort of
income is working for these companies. When employers understand their workers depend entirely on
their jobs and fear unemployment, they take advantage of this vulnerability, as they understand that
employees are unlikely to quit or protest due to the limited alternatives. For this reason, tackling one of
the root causes of this system — a high rate of uneducation across low income countries — can be a
sustainable way of reducing dependency on cheap labor. In areas with high rates of exploitation,
governments could set up vocational training centers in partnership with agencies like the International
Labour Organization and the UNHRC. These centers could provide programs with the aim of teaching
skills that are currently in demand in the labor market, such as manufacturing technology, logistics,
computer use, and more. These facilities could also collaborate with a specific set of companies to ensure
post training employment, guaranteeing workers the ability to move into safe roles. Additionally, rural
areas with limited access to traditional education systems could be reached by mobile education programs
that use digital platforms or by an established group of educators that move around remote communities.
Not only would these programs teach useful skills, but they would also educate employees about their
rights as workers, advocating for them to protect themselves and demand fair treatment. Through this

method, former victims of systematic labor exploitation would become less reliant on unfair work.

17



Bibliography

2019, p. 28. UNITED NATIONS GLOBAL COMPACT,
https://www.glencore.com/.rest/api/v1/documents/e7b2398de0654195d524ded1¢297ae50/UNGC
_CoP_2019 FINAL.pdf.

Backer, Larry Cata. “From the Social to the Human Rights of Labor: Reflections on the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights Art. 23, the ILO, and Working Rights Principles.” SSRN, 27
January 2019, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract id=3323925.

Bicker, Laura. “Shein: Inside the Chinese factories fuelling the company's success.” BBC, 12 January
2025, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cdrylgvr77jo. Accessed 2025.

“Case Study: Ali Enterprises (Pakistan).” WSR,
https://wsr-network.org/what-is-wsr/csr-and-msis/msi-case-study-ali-enterprises-pakistan/.

Charnovitz, Steve. “The Lost Hist The Lost History of the IL y of the ILO’s Trade Sanctions.” George
Washington University Law School, 2019,
https://scholarship.law.gwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2729&context=faculty publications.

Davis, Rob, and Sarahbeth Maney. “Only 1% of Workers at This Factory Made What Nike Says Is
Typical.” ProPublica, 25 April 2025,
https://www.propublica.org/article/nike-wages-clothing-factory-cambodia.

Dey, Joydip. “Emerging Challenges of International Labour Organization (ILO) by Joydip Dey.” SSRN,
21 September 2020, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract id=3668622.

““Die First, and I'll Pay You Later.”” Human Rights Watch, 4 December 2024,
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/12/04/die-first-and-ill-pay-you-later/saudi-arabias-giga-projects-
built-widespread.

Freedman, Rosa. “Failing To Protect: Systemic weaknesses within the UN human rights machinery.”

Universal Rights Group, 7 July 2014,

18



https://www.universal-rights.org/failing-to-protect-systemic-weaknesses-within-the-un-human-rig
hts-machinery/.

“Future of Jobs Report.” World Economic Forum, 2025, p. 290,
https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF Future of Jobs Report 2025.pdf.

Gary, Marilina. “Encyclopedia of Humanities.” Colonial trade: history, consequences and characteristics,
https://humanidades.com/en/colonial-trade/. Accessed 2025.

“Global Wage Report.” International Labour Organization, 30 November 2020,
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014 2019/plmrep/ COMMITTEES/EMPL/DV/2020/1
1-30/EMPP20201201 ILO wcms 762534 executive summary EN.pdf. Accessed 2025.

Gratton, Peter. “Multinational Corporation: History, Characteristics, and Types.” Investopedia, 2025,
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/m/multinationalcorporation.asp. Accessed 2025.

“GUIDING PRINCIPLES ON BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS.” ohchr,
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.
pdf.

“Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.” Lao PDR, 13 September 2022,
https://www.undp.org/laopdr/publications/guiding-principles-business-and-human-rights.

Hopkins, Matt. “The economic role of cheap labour in American growth: from slavery to AL 26
February 2025,
https://matthopkins.com/other/the-economic-role-of-cheap-labour-in-american-growth-from-slave
ry-to-ai/.

“International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.” ohchr,
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-economic-
social-and-cultural-rights.

“International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, International Covenant on Civil and

Political Rights and Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political

19



Rights.” UNHRC, 16 December 1966,
https://www.refworld.org/legal/resolution/unga/1966/en/11181.

Kollbrunner, Timo. “Toiling away for Shein.” Public Eye, November 2021,
https://stories.publiceye.ch/en/shein/. Accessed 2025.

“Labour Rights in 2025: Tackling Exploitation in Global Supply Chains.” Impact,
https://impactpolicies.org/news/475/labour-rights-in-2025-tackling-exploitation-in-global-supply-
chains.

Mahmud, Tayyab. “Cheaper Than a Slave: Indentured Labor, Colonialism and Capitalism.” Seattle
University School of Law Digital Commons, 2013,
https://digitalcommons.law.seattleu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1139&context=faculty.
Accessed 2025.

“Modern slavery laws in the UK and Australia are failing and need urgent reform.” Walk Free, 3 April
2025,
https://www.walkfree.org/news/2025/modern-slavery-laws-in-the-uk-and-australia-are-failing-and
-need-urgent-reform/.

“More Than 90% of North American Companies Have Relocated Production and Sourcing Over the Past
Five Years.” Boston Consulting Group, 21 September 2023,
https://www.bcg.com/press/2 1september2023-north-american-companies-have-relocated-producti
on-sourcing-over-past-five-years.

“OECD Employment Outlook 2025.” OECD, 9 July 2025,
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/2025/07/oecd-employment-outlook-2025 5345f034.html.

““One pair of shoes that we make is valued more than our whole month’s salary.”” Oxfam International,
https://www.oxfam.org/en/one-pair-shoes-we-make-valued-more-our-whole-months-salary.

“Qatar: Inaction by Qatar and FIFA a year on from the World Cup puts legacy for workers in peril.”

Amnesty International, 16 November 2023,

20



https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/11/qatar-inaction-by-qatar-and-fifa-a-year-on-from-
the-world-cup-puts-legacy-for-workers-in-peril/.

“The Rana Plaza disaster - Case study.” GOV.UK, 10 April 2014,
https://www.gov.uk/government/case-studies/the-rana-plaza-disaster. Accessed 2025.

Ratcliffe, Rebecca. “Major western brands pay Indian garment workers 11p an hour.” The Guardian, 1
February 2019,
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/feb/01/major-western-brands-pay-indian-
garment-workers-11p-an-hour. Accessed 2025.

Rosales. “56+ Outsourcing Statistics 2025: By Industry & Country.” june 2024,
https://joingenius.com/statistics/outsourcing-statistics.

Ross, Emma. “Fast Fashion Getting Faster: A Look at the Unethical Labor Practices Sustaining a
Growing Industry.” Student Briefs, 28 October 2021,
https://studentbriefs.law.gwu.edu/ilpb/2021/10/28/fast-fashion-getting-faster-a-look-at-the-unethi
cal-labor-practices-sustaining-a-growing-industry/.

Sanyal, Sanjeev. “A Brief History of Cheap Labor.” The Globalist, 2011,
https://www.theglobalist.com/a-brief-history-of-cheap-labor/.

Schmidt, Jérome. “The Disappearance of Cheap Labour: Consequences & Adaptation for the West.” 17
May 2025, https://jeromeschmidt.com/2025/05/17/the-disappearance-of-cheap-labour/.

Shira, Dezan. “A Guide to Minimum Wage in India in 2025.” India Briefing, 21 May 2025,
https://www.india-briefing.com/news/guide-minimum-wage-india-19406.html/. Accessed 2025.

“Slavery in History.” Free the Slaves, https://freetheslaves.net/slavery-today-2/slavery-in-history/.
Accessed 2025.

“25 Years of the UN Global Compact: A Legacy of Impact and a Call for Bold Action.” UN Global
Compact, 24 February 2025,
https://unglobalcompact.org/compactjournal/25-years-un-global-compact-legacy-impact-and-call-

bold-action.

21



“UN General Assembly resolutions recognizing the Global Compact.”
https://unglobalcompact.org/about/government-recognition/general-assembly-resolutions.

“Uniting Businesses for a Better World.” United Nations Global Compact,
https://unglobalcompact.org/take-action/20th-anniversary-campaign.

“Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Article 23.” Woven Teaching,
https://www.woventeaching.org/udhr/article-23.

“Universal Declaration of Human Rights | United Nations.” the United Nations,
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights.

“Vietnam Wages in 2025: Overview, Trends and Implications for Investors.” Vietnam Briefing, 28 July
2025,
https://www.vietnam-briefing.com/news/vietnam-wages-in-2025-overview-trends-implications.ht
ml/. Accessed 2025.

Weston, Burns H. “Human rights | Definition, Examples, Importance, & Facts.” Britannica, 29 September
2025, https://www.britannica.com/topic/human-rights.

“Which Companies Do The Most Overseas Manufacturing?”’ /77 Blog,
https://itimanufacturing.com/companies-manufacturing-overseas/#:~:text=Nike,manufactured%2

0in%2041%20countries%20including.

22



23



	UNITED NATIONS HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 
	 
	Table of Contents 
	 
	Introduction 
	 
	Definition of Key Terms 
	 
	Background Information 
	Major Countries and Organisations Involved 
	Timeline of Events 
	 
	 
	 
	Relevant UN Treaties and Resolutions 
	Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
	 
	 
	Possible Solutions 
	 
	Bibliography 

