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SUPPLY CHAINS AND HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

 

 

 

The trafficking of persons is a growing human rights problem that is exacerbated by public and private supply 

chain management and affects individuals both locally and globally. 

Outsourcing goods and services to countries with lower labor standards than in the U.S. has traditionally 

been one of the many ways companies decrease production costs.i However, this leaves businesses, 

particularly those with global supply chains, at risk of contributing to forced labor practices abroad. Locally, 

human trafficking has been reported in at least eighteen counties and within numerous industries present in 

Washington’s supply chainsii. Washington’s commercial landscape offers occasions for exploitation, as many 

sectors that contribute to the local economy are also predisposed to human trafficking such as construction, 

manufacturing, agriculture, hospitality and food, all of which collectively generates nearly $100 billion 

towards the state’s GDP. 
 

The Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) defines human trafficking, within two pillars: labor trafficking and 

sex trafficking. iii 

Labor Trafficking (also referred to as “forced labor”) is the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, 

or obtaining of a person using force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude, 

peonage, debt bondage, or slavery. 
 

Human trafficking is the second largestiv and fastest growingv criminal enterprise in the world with profits 

estimated to equal $150 billion annually. vi,vii Globally, an estimated 21 million children, women and men are 

victims of human trafficking.viii The vast majority of whom, approximately 16.5 million (78%), are exploited 

primarily for non-sex related labor, specifically in sectors such as agriculture, construction, domestic service, 

hospitality, fishing, manufacturing, mining, and more.ix The Asia-Pacific region accounts 56% of the global 

victim population and is the home to the most popular destinations for businesses to outsource services, 

India, China, and Malaysia. x,xi
 

 

Researchers interviewed legal, non-profit, service providers, and academy experts inquiring about nuanced 

supply chain practices and their perspective on ethical sourcing successes and challenges (smart practices), 

monitoring, and pragmatic policy development. 
 

Many corporations including Washington-based companies such as Costco and Starbucks have strong 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives that draw attention to their global footprint and aims to 

reduce instances of labor trafficking. Additionally, social media has proven to be a powerful tool in pressuring 

corporations to do more to eliminate labor trafficking and similar abuses from their supply chains (also 

referred to as ethical sourcing). However, these market drivers have not been strong enough to thwart the 

use of forced labor in product manufacturing, as demonstrated by the numerous cases of labor trafficking in 
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the Information, Communications, and Technology (ICT) industry in Malaysia and China, the fishing industry in 

Thailand, the garment industry in Bangladesh and more. 

Washington State and local governments enter into contract with various vendors that use both local and 

global supply chains to produce goods procured by public agencies. It is possible that these supply chains 

include victims of labor trafficking, yet the State does not currently monitor its supply chain nor require 

vendors use a supply chain free from forced or trafficked labor. 
 

Human trafficking is a complex problem that requires a multi-faceted approach to be eliminated. Clean 

supply chain public policy is one such approach that is necessary to enact change. Washington has always 

lead by example on human trafficking polices.  This is another opportunity to do the same by requiring the 

state and its vendors and corporations to amplify their current efforts, transparently and diligently manage 

their supply chain, and hold these actors accountable for their business and labor practices. Through their 

findings, the University of Washington Women’s Center recommends the following: 

 
Implement Anti-Human Trafficking Public Procurement Policy That Addresses Supply Chain 

     Management: Including anti-labor trafficking requirements in master and all other state contracts 

will support efforts to reduce Washington’s contribution to labor trafficking and assist smaller 

agencies in their ethical sourcing initiatives; 

Encourage Corporations with a Significant Presence in Washington State to Transparently 

And Diligently Manage Clean Supply Chains: Encourage meaningful accountability and 

enforcement mechanisms that incentivizes diligent management of ethical supply chains. 

Strengthen the Farm Labor Recruitment Act to protect foreign workers from exploitation in 

Washington; 

Contract with third-party monitoring agencies such as the Worker Rights Consortium, the 

Sweatfree Purchasing Consortium and Electronics Watch to audit Washington’s supply chains and 

support vendor compliance; 

Invest in third-party research to map and analyze risk current in WA’s supply chain; 

Revive the Joint Legislative Oversight Committee on Trade Policy to review the impact of trade 
agreements and make recommendations to trade representative on solutions to eliminated forced 
labor in global supply chains. 
 
Leverage Washington ports as an enforcement mechanism. 
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