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  PROLOGUE

Before the First Cup

Three places. Three moments. One chain.

———————————————————————–

***Every morning, somewhere in your supply chain, something happens

that you did not order and do not know about. This prologue takes you

there.***

———————————————————————–

———————————————————————–

FOUR THIRTY IN THE MORNING, SOUTH CHINA SEA

The boat has been out for eleven days.

It is a Thai fishing vessel, seventy feet long, its hull rusted at the

waterline, its hold carrying a mix of catch that will eventually be

processed into fishmeal — the protein supplement fed to farmed shrimp,

which will be peeled, frozen, packed, and shipped to supermarkets in

fourteen countries, including, in all probability, yours.

There are twenty-three men on board. Most of them left home believing

they had taken a legal job with a legitimate labour broker. Most of them

discovered, once the boat was at sea, that the terms of that job were

different from what they had been told. The advance they were given

against their first wages — for transport, for equipment, for the

broker\'s fee — has become a debt that grows faster than they can earn

it down. They are, in the legal definition used by the International

Labour Organization, in a condition of debt bondage.

They will not be back in port for another two weeks. The captain has

their phones.

None of the companies in the supply chain downstream of this boat are

aware of this. Not the fishmeal processor. Not the shrimp farm. Not the

packer. Not the importer. Not the small food business that buys frozen

shrimp from a wholesaler and has never thought about where the protein

in its feed came from.

The information exists. It is known to the men on the boat, to the

broker who placed them there, and to several port officials who have

chosen not to act on it. It is unknown to everyone in the commercial

chain that connects this boat to your customers\' plates.

That is not an accident. It is the architecture of a supply chain

designed, at every tier, to prevent information from travelling

upstream.

SIX A.M., DHAKA, BANGLADESH

The factory opens at six.

Fatima has been here since five-forty-five. She works in the cutting

section on the third floor of a seven-storey building in the Ashulia

industrial district. The building is owned by a man she has never met.

The factory that occupies floors three through six produces garments for

a cascade of intermediaries — buying agents, export houses, Tier 1

suppliers — that eventually connect to brand names sold in high

streets across Europe and North America.

Fatima earns the minimum wage. She works sixty-hour weeks during peak

season. The overtime is, in the language of her contract, voluntary. In

the reality of the factory floor, it is not: supervisors note who stays

and who leaves, and the next month\'s schedule reflects that

information.

She has no union. There was one, briefly, three years ago. The organiser

was dismissed on a pretext that everyone understood and nobody

challenged.

The building she works in was inspected last year. The auditor spent one

day, interviewed three workers in a room adjacent to the supervisor\'s

office, reviewed the wage records that had been prepared for the visit,

and gave the factory a score that permitted continued sourcing

relationships with the brands whose orders fill the cutting tables.

The brands did not commission that audit expecting it to fail. They

commissioned it expecting it to pass. It passed. Fatima\'s overtime is

still compulsory. The union organiser still doesn\'t have a job.

Somewhere in the certified, audited, documented supply chain that

connects Fatima\'s hands to your stock room, there is a piece of paper

that says this situation has been assessed and found acceptable. The

paper is not lying, exactly. It is doing something more precise: it is

measuring what it was designed to measure, and not measuring anything

else.

SEVEN-FIFTEEN, SOUTH KIVU, DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO

Jean-Paul is fourteen years old.

He works in an artisanal cobalt mine in the South Kivu province of the

eastern DRC, a region that produces roughly sixty percent of the

world\'s cobalt supply. Cobalt is a critical component of the

lithium-ion battery — the technology that powers electric vehicles,

laptops, smartphones, and the emerging generation of portable devices

that the developed world is treating as the centrepiece of its

transition to clean energy.

The mine Jean-Paul works in is not a corporate facility. It is an

artisanal site — informal, unregulated, dangerous. He crawls into

hand-dug tunnels no wider than his shoulders. He carries ore in sacks on

his back. He earns the equivalent of two dollars a day on good days,

less on bad ones, nothing on the days the tunnel collapses and has to be

re-dug.

His cobalt, mixed with cobalt from dozens of similar sites, is sold to a

consolidator, who sells it to a smelter, who sells it to a battery

component manufacturer, who sells it to a battery manufacturer, who

sells it to an electronics assembler, who sells it to a technology

distributor, who sells it to a retailer, who sells it to a consumer.

Eight transactions. Each one legal. Each one documented. None of them

involving anyone who has met Jean-Paul or knows his name.

There are companies at every level of that chain — including small

companies, including companies exactly like the ones this book is

written for — that have signed pledges committing them to responsible

cobalt sourcing. Most of those pledges reference third-party

certification schemes. Jean-Paul\'s mine is not certified under any of

them. That does not mean it is not in the chain. It means it is in a

part of the chain that the certification scheme was not designed to see.

THE THREAD

These three scenes are not exceptional. They are representative. The

boat in the South China Sea, the factory in Dhaka, the mine in South

Kivu — these are not the worst cases in global supply chains. They are

not the cases that make the news. They are Tuesday.

And the characteristic that connects all three of them — the thing

that allows them to continue — is not the malice of any individual

actor in the chain. It is the absence of genuine upstream attention from

the companies that could, if they chose, demand something different.

The small importing company that sources frozen shrimp. The sustainable

fashion brand that relies on a certified Tier 1 supplier without asking

what is behind it. The electronics reseller that references a group

certification scheme it has never independently verified.

None of these companies are villains. They are — and this is the

central argument of this book — the companies with the most practical,

accessible, and underused power to change what happens at the beginning

of these chains. They are upstream from the problem in the only sense

that matters commercially: they are close enough to the source, agile

enough to act, and small enough that a single decision — about a

supplier, about a question asked, about a conversation started — can

travel all the way to the beginning.

The book that follows is about how to exercise that power. About what it

actually looks like, in a company of twelve or forty or a hundred and

fifty people, to take the supply chain seriously as a human rights

responsibility — not as a compliance burden, not as a liability

management exercise, but as an act of genuine agency in a world where

most of the people who need that agency to be exercised have no other

recourse.

Jean-Paul is fourteen. The men on the boat won\'t be home for two weeks.

Fatima starts again tomorrow at five-forty-five.

You are upstream. This is what you can do about it.


  Preface

The Room You Don\'t Know You\'re In

*Somewhere between the farm and your coffee cup, something happened that

you didn\'t authorise and probably don\'t know about. This book is about

that gap — who created it, who lives inside it, and who has the power

to close it.*

A NUMBER WORTH SITTING WITH

There are, according to the International Labour Organisation,

approximately forty million people in the world living in conditions of

modern slavery on any given day. Forced to work. Unable to leave. Their

labour embedded — invisibly, a hundred transactions deep — in supply

chains that eventually connect to products sitting on shelves in shops

you recognise, in cities you know.

Forty million. It is a number so large it becomes abstract. So let me

offer a smaller one.

In 2013, 1,134 people died in a single building in Dhaka, Bangladesh.

The Rana Plaza garment factory complex collapsed on the morning of April

24th, while the workers inside were at their machines. The building had

visible cracks in its walls. A bank and several shops on the lower

floors had refused to open that morning after inspecting the damage the

day before. The garment workers on the upper floors were told to return

to their stations or lose a month\'s pay.

In the weeks that followed, investigators found labels from more than

two dozen Western clothing brands in the rubble. Several of those brands

said, truthfully, that they hadn\'t known their products were being made

there. Their supply chains were too long, too layered, too opaque for

anyone to be certain where, precisely, the stitching happened.

\'We didn\'t know\' was offered as an explanation. The world, for the

first time, refused to accept it.

WHY THIS BOOK EXISTS

I have spent the better part of thirty years working at the intersection

of commerce and human suffering. Not as a commentator. As an

investigator, a negotiator, and at times an advocate trying to get

specific people out of specific situations they did not choose. I have

worked in fishing industries, cocoa and coffee supply chains, garment

manufacturing, and domestic labour markets across Asia, Africa, and

Latin America.

What I have seen, over and over, is the same structural failure: the

people with the most formal power to address a problem — the large

corporations, the regulators, the certification bodies — are almost

always the furthest from it. They audit. They certify. They publish

annual reports. And the problem continues, one tier below where anyone

is looking.

And yet, consistently, the actors closest to the problem — the small

and medium-sized businesses that populate the middle and lower tiers of

every supply chain on earth — believe they have neither the power nor

the responsibility to do anything about it.

This book is my argument that both of those beliefs are wrong. That

small companies are not the passive recipients of supply chain

governance — they are, in many cases, its most potent available

agents. That the gap between what a small business thinks it can do and

what it actually can do, measured in practical impact, is the most

important unused resource in the entire business and human rights

movement.

I have written this book because I have watched that gap persist for

three decades while the frameworks, the toolkits, and the consultancy

industry all aimed in the wrong direction. At the big companies. At the

boardrooms. At the organisations with legal departments who could write

the policies, file the reports, and continue largely as before.

The people I want to reach are the ones who have never been reached

before. The founder of a thirty-person manufacturing company who just

received her first human rights questionnaire from a large client and

doesn\'t know where to start. The operations director of a growing food

business who knows, somewhere in the back of his mind, that his supply

chain probably has problems he hasn\'t looked at. The CEO who wants to

do the right thing and genuinely doesn\'t know what the right thing is.

This book is for them. And its central argument is not that they need to

become compliance experts. It is that they already have more power than

they know.

A NOTE ON STRUCTURE

This book is not organised as a compliance manual. It is organised

around eight things that most business owners believe — about their

own power, their legal obligations, their supply chains, and the humans

inside them — that turn out, on examination, to be wrong. Each chapter

begins with a received idea and ends with a better one, and closes with

a practical toolkit that translates the insight into specific actions

you can take this week, not this decade.

The revelations build on each other, but the book is designed so you can

enter at the chapter most relevant to your situation. If your immediate

problem is a client asking for a human rights statement, go to Chapter

Two. If you\'re trying to understand your supply chain for the first

time, start with Chapter Three. If a large customer has just told you

they need you to demonstrate human rights compliance, all of it matters,

and I would read it in order.

The practical tools in each chapter are designed for companies without

dedicated compliance teams, specialist lawyers, or unlimited time.

Everything in this book can be implemented by a founder, an operations

manager, or a conscientious senior employee working part-time on this

problem. The tools are proportionate — because proportionality is not

an excuse to do nothing. It is a guide to doing the most important

things first.

A NOTE ON HONESTY

I have tried to write this book without false reassurance. Human rights

due diligence is not easy, even for large companies with dedicated

resources. For small businesses, the challenges are real: limited time,

limited budget, limited visibility into supply chains that may stretch

across multiple countries and dozens of intermediaries.

I will not pretend otherwise.

What I will argue — with evidence, with
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