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9. Slavery Today

“Slavery… I didn’t know about all these forms that existed.  I think it’s largely because we aren’t expecting it.  It is hidden.  Generally people would not believe that it is possible under modern conditions.  They would say ‘No I think you are making it all up’, because it’s just too incredible.”

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Hull, UK, 1999
Although many people think of slavery and enslavement only as something of the past, it isn’t. Not only are we still living with the legacies of historical slavery, but millions of women, children and men around the world are trapped in slavery, TODAY.

Slavery has been abolished all over the world, and under international law making someone your slave is illegal. But in practice, women from Eastern Europe are bonded into prostitution, children are trafficked between West African countries, men are forced to work as slaves on Brazilian agricultural estates and many similar cases.

These people are enslaved because existing laws are not enforced.

Article 4, Universal Declaration of Human Rights

No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.

What makes someone a slave today?

Today someone who is enslaved will be one or more of the following: 

· forced to work, through mental or physical threat

· owned or controlled by an ‘employer’, usually through mental or physical abuse or threatened abuse

· dehumanised, treated as a commodity or bought and sold as ‘property’

· physically constrained or has restrictions placed on their freedom of movement
These are some of the ways people are enslaved today:  

bonded labour

A person becomes bonded when their labour is demanded as means of repayment of a loan or money given in advance. World-wide, millions of bonded labourers are caught in a cycle of debt and forced to work in conditions that violate their human rights.

trafficking

The movement of people from one place to another through force, coercion or deception in order to exploit them for their labour (in conditions of forced labour, slavery or sexual exploitation).

forced labour
Any work that people are forced to do under threat of violence or other form of punishment.

worst forms of child labour

Children are bonded, trafficked or forced to work as soldiers or domestic labourers, on plantations or in commercial sex work.  Their physical vulnerability and lack of voice make children especially prone to danger in conditions which risk damaging their safety and psychological health. An estimated 179 million children are in the worst forms of child labour, with more still working full time at the expense of their education, leisure and personal and social development.

early and forced marriage

Women and girls who are married without choice. They are forced into a life of servitude, often marked by physical violence.

chattel slavery 

Today people are still bought and sold as commodities. They are often abducted from, their homes inherited or given as gifts.

Child work or labour?

‘Child labour has serious consequences that stay with the individual and with society for far longer than the years of childhood. Young workers not only face dangerous working conditions. They face long term physical, intellectual and emotional stress. They face an adulthood of unemployment and illiteracy. Few human rights abuses are so widely condemned, yet so widely unnoticed…’

Kofi Annan, UN Secretary General, March 1999

According to estimates by the International Labour Organisation (ILO), there are about 211 million working children between the ages of five and 14 years old, 49% are girls. 

Some types of work make useful, positive contributions to a child’s development. Work can help children learn about responsibility and develop particular skills that will benefit both themselves and the rest of society. Often, work is a vital source of income, which helps to sustain the child and keep the family together. 

However, across the world, millions of children do extremely hazardous work in harmful conditions, putting their health, education, development to adulthood and even their lives at risk.

Why do children work?

Most children work because their families are poor and their labour is needed for their survival. Employers often exploit children because they are more vulnerable, cheaper to hire than adults and they are less likely to demand higher wages or better working conditions. Some employers falsely argue that children are particularly suited to certain types of work because of their small size and ‘nimble fingers’. 

For many parents, sending their children to school is not an option. Education is expensive and sometimes the nearest school is too far away. Some parents feel that what their children will learn is irrelevant to the realities of their everyday lives and futures.

But, as well as being a result of poverty, child labour also perpetuates poverty. Many working children do not have the opportunity to go to school and often grow up to be unskilled adults trapped in poorly paid jobs, who in turn look to their own children to supplement the family’s income. 

Case Study

Mohen and Nihal are brothers who have been working on carpet looms since they were four and five years old. They work to help the family meet their basic needs: 

‘The health hazards caused to us are that our fingers are trimmed and we have to work all day long. Often for a couple of days in a week, we have to work for the whole day and night. Mohen often gets miserable and fatigued with the long hours of work and he tries to escape. Then the master weaver keeps a strict watch on him and never lets him move for three or four days…’ 

Nihal, aged 13, Pakistan, 1999

Across the world, children are involved in a wide range of work. In towns and cities for example, they beg, work in bars, restaurants or as domestics in other people’s homes. In factories they make products such as matches, fireworks or glassware. In brick kilns, children are often forced to work with their families to repay money loaned by their employer. The work is often dangerous and extremely harmful to the child’s physical and mental development. 

Although we read in the media mainly about children working in factories, the vast majority of children - an estimated 70 per cent - work in agriculture, fishing, hunting and forestry, with or without their families. Here children are at risk from work that is too heavy for young bodies and from chemicals that can damage their health.

Increasingly, children are also bought and sold within and across national borders. They are trafficked for prostitution, for begging and for work on construction sites, plantations and in domestic service. The vulnerability of these children is even greater when they arrive in another country. Often they do not have contact with their families and are at the mercy of their employers.

Action against child labour

‘State Parties recognise the right of the child to be protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.’

Article 32, UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989

In June 1999, the ILO adopted the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, a new international, legal standard which aims to curb the most exploitative working practices. With the potential to reach millions of children throughout the world who work in the most intolerable conditions, it obliges countries to design practical programmes to address this fundamental abuse of human rights. 

‘This ILO Convention must not remain another piece of paper for those millions of children for whom papers have no meaning because their hands are tied down with tools and the chains of servitude… Now is the time for people and governments to act on their fine words and good will. It is high time that the world community take a uniform stand and put a final end to the injustice we call child labour.’
Kailash Satyarthi, Chairperson of the Global March against Child Labour, 1999
What the Children want

· We want recognition of our problems, our initiatives, proposals and our process of organisation

· We want respect and security for ourselves and the work that we do

· We want an education system whose methodology and content are adapted to our reality

· We want to be consulted on all decisions concerning us, at local, national or international level

· We want the root causes of our situation, primarily poverty, to be addressed and tackled

· We are against exploitation at work but we are in favour of work with dignity and appropriate hours, so that we have time for education and leisure

Taken from The Kundapur Declaration drawn up at the International Meeting of Working Children, India, November 1996

Bonded Labour

Bonded labour, also known as debt bondage, is probably the least known form of slavery today, and yet it is the most widely used method of enslaving people.  

A person becomes a bonded labourer when their labour is demanded as a means of repayment for a loan.

The person is then tricked or trapped into working for very little or no pay, often for seven days a week. The value of their work is invariably greater than the original sum of money borrowed.

Bonded labour has existed for hundreds of years. In South Asia it is rooted in the caste system and flourishes in agriculture, in cottage industries, and in factories.

Debt bondage was also used as a means of trapping indentured labourers into working on plantations in Africa, the Caribbean and South-East Asia, following the abolition of the slave trade.

Bonded labourers are forced to work to repay debts their employer says they owe, and they are not allowed to work for anyone else. Various forms of force are used to make sure they stay. In many cases they are kept under surveillance, sometimes under lock and key. 

Poverty and threats of violence force many bonded labourers to stay with their masters, since they would not otherwise be able to eat or have a place to sleep.

Case Study

“I became bonded after I got married to my husband 20 years ago – his family had been bonded for three generations to the same landlord – they took loans for marriage, for illness, for education and so it went on… I used to work from 6.00am in the landlord’s house – cleaning, fetching water… Then I would go to work on the farm… cutting, threshing and so on until 7.00pm or later.  Sometimes I would have to go back to the landlord’s house to clean and wash everything. Only after I had finished could I go home to feed my family.  My landlord never let me work with another landlord, he would abuse us and threaten to beat us if we ever went to work for someone else.  If we were ill, the landlord would come to our houses and tell us that we were very lazy and so on… As women, we had to work more than men because women had to work in the landlord’s house as well as the farm. Even after working on the farm, we had sometimes to go back to the landlord’s house to work…”

Former bonded labourer adivasi (indigenous) woman from Thane District, India, 1999

Why does bonded labour happen?

Poverty, and people prepared to exploit the desperation of others lies at the heart of bonded labour.  Often without land or education, the need for cash just for daily survival forces people to sell their labour in exchange for a lump sum of money or a loan.

Despite the fact that bonded labour is illegal in most countries where it is found, governments are rarely willing to enforce the law, or to ensure that those who profit from it are punished.

Today, there are at least 20 million bonded labourers in the world.

Who are bonded labourers?

Entire families kept like cattle on agricultural estates in South Asia; children trafficked for profit in West Africa; and the organised export of women into domestic and sexual slavery in Europe.  

Bonded labour is expanding due to poverty and the global demand for sources of cheap, expendable labour.

Trafficking in People

"Human rights must be at the core of any credible anti-trafficking strategy and… we must work from the perspective of those who most need their human rights protected and promoted… By placing human rights at the centre of our analysis, we are forced to consider the needs of the trafficked person - and thereby to confront the poverty, inequality and discrimination which is at the root of the phenomenon…"

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary Robinson, June 2001

Trafficking is a modern day slave trade. Traffickers use violence, coercion and deception to take people away from their homes and families and force them to work against their will. People are trafficked both between countries, and within their own country. 

The trafficking of people is a rapidly growing global problem that affects countries and families on every continent. Those trafficked may be forced to work as domestics, in prostitution, as labourers and in many other jobs.

Because of its hidden nature, statistics relating to trafficking are impossible to measure accurately. Some reports estimate that 700,000 women and children are trafficked globally each year.

How does trafficking work?
Traffickers seek out their victims in different ways. Children may be abducted or families (usually in rural areas) approached directly by the traffickers, with promises of money and better lives. Sometimes people are recruited through agencies that offer 'well paid jobs', make the travel arrangements and help to obtain travel documents. The trafficker may initially cover these costs or money is borrowed from family, friends or loan sharks. Not all cases of trafficking involve debt bondage but trafficked people frequently become indebted. Once they arrive at their destination, they find that the job they were promised does not exist but they still have to pay a debt, which could be anything up to US$40,000. This amount can then be inflated through charges for accommodation, food and interest on the loan they borrowed. The trafficked person is not paid what they were promised; often they are not paid at all.

The debt itself, and the fact that they are in an unfamiliar place leaves the trafficked person in a vulnerable position. But if this is not enough to make them submit to the trafficker's demands then their passport or other papers can be taken away and they will be subjected to intimidation, violence, torture or rape. Traffickers also make threats of violence against friends and family to ensure their victims continue working and do not try to escape.

Smuggling or trafficking?

A smuggler will facilitate illegal entry into a country for a fee, but on arrival at their destination, the smuggled person is free and usually does not see their smuggler again. Trafficking is fundamentally different as it always involves the threat or use of violence, deception or coercion so that the person is forced to submit to sexual or labour exploitation. 

Case Study 

Dinah (not her real name), a Cambodian woman, moved to Thailand to work in a sewing factory. An agent promised her good wages and legitimate work in Thailand. She arrived in Bangkok with the agent and was taken to a factory where she was forced to work 12 hours every day except Sunday. She was not allowed to go outside and was never paid for her work. 

Dinah was rescued during a police raid on the factory, but arrested for her illegal status (working without a permit). Her employer was arrested for paying below the legal minimum wage, but not for the abuses she inflicted upon the workers, for example illegal confinement. 

During police investigations, Dinah was not provided with a translator, which meant the investigation took longer. During this time she was held in a detention centre, she slept on the floor and was only given two meals per day. At the court hearing Dinah was found guilty of working without a permit. The fine was US$100 but since she did not have any money, she had to stay in jail for three months. She was then sent to a detention centre for deportation. The trial for the employer began after Dinah's deportation, so she could not participate in the proceedings. 

Source: Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women, Bangkok, Thailand, 2001

Why are people trafficked?

People generally put themselves or their children in the hands of traffickers to escape poverty and discrimination. They are promised well-paid jobs, better lifestyles, further education, marriage and many think they will be able to send money back to their families. In reality, where trafficking occurs, people have been deceived or coerced into conditions of slavery, servitude or forced labour. While trafficked people think they have nothing to lose, traffickers stand to make huge profits from enslaving them. The UN estimates that trafficking in 'human cargo' generates around US$7 billion per year. 

Who are the traffickers?

Many different people are traffickers. Sometimes they run recruitment agencies, some are family members or friends, others encourage young women to believe they are their boyfriends. They might also be small groups of individuals from poor backgrounds who have recognised how profitable trafficking can be or even former victims of trafficking. There are larger scale organised groups which may or may not be connected with other forms of organised crime. 

What can be done to protect people from being trafficked?

People have always needed to migrate to find work, but current laws make it difficult for people to do this legally. If the trafficking of human beings is to be prevented, its root causes such as poverty, gender discrimination and inequality need to be addressed and measures taken to provide more opportunities for people to find work at home and abroad.

Traffickers must be prosecuted and face sentences that reflect the serious nature of the human rights abuse committed. Sometimes prosecution is prevented because trafficked people refuse to give evidence about their trafficker for fear of reprisals. Furthermore, trafficked people are often treated as criminals rather than as victims, and prosecuted, detained or imprisoned for crimes relating to their being trafficked. It is the responsibility of governments to ensure that trafficked people are supported and not treated as criminals.

Protective measures should be taken, including providing trafficked people with appropriate shelter, financial and legal assistance, information about their human rights in a language they understand, counselling, health services and temporary or permanent residence status. This type of support and protection will encourage successful prosecutions. 

"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, of 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 or servitude or the removal of organs... [our italics]
Article 3 (a) of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (November 2000)
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