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Editor’s note: This is the second in a three-part series on advancing human rights solutions in the global seafood
supply chain, in advance of the SeaWeb Seafood Summit, Feb. 1-3, in St. Julian’s, Malta. Read Part 1 here.
(https://www.aquaculturealliance.org/advocate/intelligence-integrity-in-the-�ght-against-forced-labor-in-seafood/)
The Advocate will be reporting from the event, and GAA Editorial Manager James Wright will be moderating a
breakout session titled “Gauging consumer engagement and perceptions of sustainable seafood.”

***

Ensuring the ethical treatment of workers along the seafood supply chain could be considered a table-stakes
proposition, a minimum-entry requirement for doing business. But when evidence of forced labor and abuse came out
of Thailand’s �shing and seafood processing industries, the matter took on greater urgency and laid bare the
enormous challenge of creating ethical assurances for the world’s most complex and highly traded food products.

Katrina Nakamura understands the daunting nature of the work. The founder of Sustainability Incubator
(http://www.sustainability-incubator.com), an ethical-sourcing consulting �rm in Honolulu, Hawaii, helps seafood
suppliers “strengthen their license” to operate in source regions and in trade. One of its services is Labor Safe Screen
(http://www.laborsafescreen.com), a diagnostic program to help seafood companies assess risk and strive for
compliance with social responsibility standards and laws.

“What has happened, to date, before this issue blew up, is companies did the minimum, putting up a statement that
says, ‘We don’t have tolerance for this.’ That hasn’t proven to be su�cient,” Nakamura told the Advocate. “What works,
and what’s uncomfortable but is the only solution that is effective, is to identify in the supply chain, behind the
products of concern, where the risks are. We look at the whole chain.”

Investors and regulatory agencies examine a company’s culpability or association to human-rights violations to
ensure that they took steps that their products have a legal origin. Hidden parts in the seafood production chain been
unmasked: undocumented workers toiling on ships that remain at sea for months, and raw material processing
subcontracted to unlicensed facilities, such as the shrimp “peeling sheds” where a December 2015 Associated Press
(http://bigstory.ap.org/article/8f64fb25931242a985bc30e3f5a9a0b2/ap-global-supermarkets-selling-shrimp-peeled-
slaves)story detailed widespread abuses.

Thailand has been under the microscope for quite some time. The International Labor Organization
(http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/newsitem/wcms_209089.pdf) (ILO)
conducted a survey, the �ndings of which were released in March 2013, of more than 500 primary shrimp processing
facilities in Thailand’s Samut Sakhon Province, a hub of shrimp processing activity. It found that nearly 90 percent of
the large processing enterprises had a subcontracting arrangement with another factory, which only muddies
traceability or transparency efforts. Most enterprises, large or small, relied on migrant labor; large companies’
workforces were 85 percent temporary workers.

“What that means is these subcontracting arrangements on processing and peeling are kind of a loophole, where the
exporter may say all my workers are legal. But it may be they don’t actually employ anybody who’s doing the work,”
said Nakamura. “They may have a relationship with another factory where forced labor is occurring, so that’s an
exposure.”

Fishermen raise their hands when asked who would like to
return  home, after their release from captive  labor on a Thai �shing
vessel. Photo courtesy of U.S. State Department.

“What works, and what’s uncomfortable but is the only solution that
is effective, is to identify in the supply chain, behind the products of
concern, where the risks are. We look at the whole chain.”
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The �rst step for any company looking to clean up its supply chain is to identify the known risks for their product,
according to Nakamura. Labor Safe Screen relies on the U.S. State Department, which publishes an annual Tra�cking
in Persons (TIP (http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/245365.pdf)) report (which dropped Thailand to the
lowest status, Tier 3, in 2014), and its worldwide network of informants that support its �ndings. The TIP identi�ed
signi�cant evidence of tra�cking in �shing in 53 countries.

Nakamura also points to the U.S. Department of Labor’s new Sweat and Toil (http://www.dol.gov/dol/apps/ilab.htm)
app as a useful tool. Labor Safe Screen also collaborates with the Nexus Institute, ILO and the Labor Rights
Promotion Network in Thailand, among others.

“We wanted to set up a system where companies say, ‘OK, this is unpleasant but I have to face this, so let’s do it.’ We
don’t presume guilt,” said Nakamura. “We’re helping people �gure out what the inputs are to the seafood they care
about and take a real look at those inputs and see where there’s any matchups against evidence [of abuse] that is
published.”

Seafood businesses can look to another industry — electronics — for lessons on managing supply chains with myriad
inputs, many of them rare and precious metals (such as conductor components). In recent years, both GE and Apple
have implemented comprehensive procurement protocols for their materials, Nakamura said. In a somewhat radical
move, Apple last year recouped $3.96 million in recruitment fees to indebted workers in Malaysia and elsewhere,
according to its publicly released “Supplier Responsibility 2015 Progress Report.”

“People are going to need to show the diligence, understand where the hot spots are and take some collective efforts
to resolve them,” Nakamura said, adding that seafood offers even more intricacies than electronics. “It’s the most
complex. We just don’t have the sightlines at sea. Think of all the work it took to put the Global Aquaculture Alliance in
place. It’s covering a reliable proportion of farmed supply but not all, and that’s all on land. Now imagine the
complexities of doing that on the high seas with Taiwanese, Korean, Chinese, all the �eets. This is why we have such
a hard time managing �sh stocks. It’s very di�cult but it’s going to happen.”

Nakamura stresses that comparatively low wages paid to processing workers in developing countries are not
inherently problematic. A lack of oversight in Thailand during a time of massive industry growth, coupled with
economic and political upheavals, is what led to its current issues; the rapid growth of the industry in Thailand was
indeed fueled by captive, unpaid work, she said.

Nakamura hopes that suppliers can distinguish themselves as good actors in the market via voluntary reporting.

Katrina Nakamura speaks at the Global Aquaculture Alliance’s annual GOAL conference in Vancouver,
Canada, in October 2015.
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“At the end of the day it’s about ethical sourcing that you can actually pull off, that you can literally achieve, because
your suppliers can comply with it,” she said. “And not just by saying it but actually taking a look at where we have
transparency now and where we don’t. It’s actually a remarkable time. Amazing things are happening.”
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