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Author's Note

Author's Note




The individuals and communities described in this book are drawn from my direct experience across more than two decades of investigative, intelligence, and advisory work in the field of modern slavery, human trafficking, and corporate human rights. Names, locations, and identifying details have been changed or composited from multiple cases to protect the people involved. Where specific companies are described in advisory contexts — the consumer goods manufacturer in Chapter Eight, the professional services firm in Chapter Two — they are composited from several similar engagements. The situations are real.
The historical figures in this book — Leon Sullivan, John Ruggie, Ray Anderson, Paul Polman — are real, and the account of their work draws on published sources. The cases described — Rana Plaza, Lungowe v Vedanta, the Xinjiang cotton supply chains, the Robodebt scheme in Australia — are matters of documented public record, and the descriptions are drawn from that record.
Chapter Nine — Esse Quam Videri — draws substantially on the work of slavefreetrade International, the Swiss NGO I founded in 2018 with a team of human rights professionals and technologists. The Human Rights Framework, the 100-indicator diagnostic methodology, and the Esse Quam Videri motto are slavefreetrade's, developed over several years of research and field application. The academic foundation for worker-level decent work diagnostics described in that chapter draws on Webster, Budlender and Orkin's 2015 paper "Developing a Diagnostic Tool and Policy Instrument for the Realisation of Decent Work," published in the International Labour Review, Vol. 154, No. 2. The remote survey methodology was slavefreetrade's adaptation and extension of that academic framework.
The academic and policy sources used throughout this book are cited where they are specifically referenced. For a full bibliography and for further resources by chapter topic, see the Resources and Further Reading section.
This book is not legal advice. Nothing in it constitutes legal opinion on any matter of law in any jurisdiction. For jurisdiction-specific legal guidance on any of the regulatory frameworks described, readers should consult specialist lawyers qualified in the relevant jurisdiction.






Introduction

The Wrong Question




And the one nobody has yet thought to ask
THE OTHER ROOM
There is another room — and it is the room this book starts in.
Before the boardroom, before the glass walls and the whiteboard covered in someone else's numbers, there is this one. On the day I want to describe, it was in a village about four hours from the nearest city of any size, in a country that produced a significant share of the garments hanging in European retail chains that same season. It had a concrete floor and a ceiling fan that moved the air without cooling it, and a row of plastic chairs arranged in a way that suggested someone had expected more people than came.
The woman sitting across from me had worked in a factory that had been producing for a brand she had never heard of, in a country she could not have located on a map. She had worked there for three years. She knew the shift lengths, the piece rates, the name of the floor supervisor who decided whether you were allowed to use the bathroom. She did not know the name of the company whose clothing she had been making, or that the company had a human rights policy, or that the policy had been approved by a board that met quarterly in a city where the temperature that week was twelve degrees and the coffee cost more than she earned in an hour.
What she knew was that the factory had closed without notice. That the wages for the final six weeks had not been paid. That the labour broker who had arranged her employment had taken a fee she was still repaying, and that the contract she had signed — in a language she did not read — had apparently contained provisions that made the non-payment legal under local law.
She was not angry when she described this. She had passed through anger some months earlier. What she was now was something harder to sit across from: methodical. She had a list of the other workers. She had a figure for the total amount owed. She had been to the local labour authority twice and had been told twice that the matter was under review. She was explaining all of this to me in the way that people explain things when they have stopped expecting to be surprised by the response and are simply creating a record.
Justice for herself was not what she was expecting. She was creating a record so that someone, eventually, might look at it.
I took notes. I asked the questions I was there to ask. I drove back to the city, where I had a meeting the next morning with the regional sourcing manager of a company that purchased from the factory's tier-one supplier — two relationships removed from the workers in that room.
The sourcing manager had not heard of the factory. This was not dissembling. It was simply true. The factory existed three tiers down a supply chain whose visibility stopped at tier one. The company had a supplier code of conduct. The code required its tier-one suppliers to ensure their own suppliers complied with its standards. Whether any of them did was not something the company's sourcing function had a mechanism for knowing.
I did not ask the sourcing manager whether she knew about the unpaid wages, or the labour broker's fee, or the woman with the list. There was no point in asking. She did not know, and she had not been given the tools to know, and the system she was operating within had not been designed for her to know.
That gap — between the room with the plastic chairs and the room with the whiteboard — is the gap this book is about. Or part of it.
•  •  •
THE WRONG QUESTION
The details change, but the question never does. The room might be a glass-walled boardroom in Frankfurt or a wood-panelled office in a mining company's regional headquarters in Perth or a conference room in a manufacturing hub in Guangzhou with a whiteboard still covered in someone else's numbers. The person across the table might be a CFO, a general counsel, a chief operating officer, or the founder and CEO who built the company from nothing and has strong views about what belongs on the agenda.
I explain why human rights needs to be part of their business strategy. I talk about supply chains, about workforce practices, about the communities around their operations, about what their largest customers are starting to require and what regulators in their key markets are beginning to demand. I make the case as clearly as I can.
They listen. Some take notes. Some don't. And then, when I finish, they ask the question. In twenty years of this work, across dozens of countries and hundreds of companies, I have never once heard a different version of it:
"That's all very well. But how much is this going to cost us?"
Sometimes it comes with a follow-up — "we're not a human rights organisation," or "our shareholders expect us to focus on returns," or simply a look that says: give me a number I can put in a budget line and we'll be done here. Occasionally it comes with genuine curiosity rather than resistance. But it always comes. The frame is always cost. The assumption is always burden.
In twenty years, across every industry and every continent where I have worked, not one executive has ever asked me the other question. The question on the other side of the ledger. The one this entire book is the answer to:
"What is this going to be worth to us?"
The cost question is not wrong because human rights is free. It is not free. The assessment takes time. The supplier engagement costs money. The worker voice mechanism requires investment in technology and partnership. The internal audit against living wage standards will produce findings that create obligations. Human rights is not costless. The cost question is wrong because it frames human rights as purely a liability — and then answers the frame by calculating the liability and deciding whether to bear it. The company that asks "how much will this cost?" and gets a number will invest that number and no more, will stop when the number is spent, and will regard the exercise as complete when the documentation is filed. It will not build the talent culture. It will not build the supply chain relationships. It will not build the knowledge that protects it before the newspaper story is written. It will buy compliance, not capability. And compliance, without capability, is what every company in the Rana Plaza supply chain had.
Nobody has yet asked the right question. This book is the answer to it.
•  •  •
SOMETHING HAS CHANGED
In the decade following the worst industrial accident of the twenty-first century — the 2013 collapse of the Rana Plaza garment factory complex in Dhaka, Bangladesh, which killed 1,134 workers — the relationship between business and human rights shifted in ways that are still playing out. But the direction is now unmistakable.
The EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, agreed in 2024, requires large companies operating in Europe to identify, prevent, and remedy human rights harms across their global value chains, with civil liability for failures. Germany's Supply Chain Due Diligence Act has been in force since 2023. France's Duty of Vigilance law since 2017. Norway, Canada, Australia, and the UK all have mandatory due diligence or reporting requirements in place. The United States has banned imports of goods produced with forced labour in Xinjiang. What was once the leading edge of corporate responsibility is rapidly becoming the legal floor — and it is still rising.
Alongside legislation, the financial system has moved. Institutional investors managing more than $40 trillion in assets apply ESG criteria that include human rights performance. Major pension funds and sovereign wealth funds are asking portfolio companies hard, specific questions about human rights exposure. The answer "we have a policy" no longer satisfies them. They want evidence of due diligence processes, of grievance mechanisms, of what actually happens when something goes wrong.
The talent market has moved. Forty-four percent of Gen Z professionals have turned down employers based on ethics and values. The professionals most in demand — the lawyers, the supply chain specialists, the data analysts with three firms competing for their attention — are exercising that choice. A company with a documented supply chain scandal is competing for that talent with one hand tied behind its back.
But something else has changed that receives far less attention, and it is closer to home than a factory in Bangladesh or a mine in the DRC.
The mandatory era has arrived for the human rights issues inside your own building. The EU Pay Transparency Directive, adopted in 2023, will shift the burden of proof in equal pay cases and require employers to disclose pay information to applicants and employees. The ILO's Violence and Harassment Convention — C190, adopted in 2019 — is the first international instrument to frame workplace harassment as a human rights issue, and it is being operationalised in domestic employment law across member states. The living wage gap between what many large employers pay and what it actually costs to live with dignity in the cities where they operate is increasingly visible to the institutional investors and regulators who are looking at human rights performance as a whole rather than as a supply chain problem.
Iceland provides the template. Since 2018, Icelandic companies with more than 25 employees have been legally required to obtain certification that they pay equally for work of equal value — not to report the gap, but to prove the gap does not exist. The certification is conducted by external assessors and must be renewed every three years. The EU Pay Transparency Directive is moving the same direction for the entire European single market, with the burden-shift provision as its central enforcement mechanism: once a gap of more than five percent cannot be explained on objective grounds, the employer must prove absence of discrimination, not the employee prove its presence. For any company with operations in EU member states, this is not a distant regulatory development. It is a legal liability that is accumulating in the payroll data right now.
The gender pay gap. The racial pay gap. The pension poverty those gaps produce over a forty-year career. The harassment management process that functions primarily through NDAs. The worker whose wages are legal but not sufficient. These are not footnotes to the business and human rights agenda. They are the agenda, applied to the organisation the reader of this book is currently running.
Here is what the external and internal forces have in common: they are not independent, and they are not reversing. The companies that understood this — the full scope of it, inside and outside — are accumulating an advantage that cannot be bought quickly. The gap between them and the companies that waited is widening every year.
•  •  •
THE BOOK YOU'RE HOLDING
Most books about business and human rights are about supply chains. They are about the cobalt mine in the DRC and the garment factory in Bangladesh and the fishing vessel in the Gulf of Thailand. Those issues are real, severe, and this book addresses them in full.
But they have produced, in most corporate human rights programmes, a specific failure mode: the executive who nods thoughtfully through a presentation on forced labour in tier-three suppliers, feels appropriately concerned, and returns to a company that has a 22 percent gender pay gap and a harassment management process that works primarily through NDAs. The concern was genuine. The framework was too narrow to connect it to what was happening in the same building.
This book starts inside your organisation before it goes outside. Not because internal human rights issues are more important than external ones. But because you cannot build a credible human rights programme outward from an inward foundation that is compromised. The sourcing manager who asks a supplier about labour standards while working for an organisation that has never examined its own ethnic pay data is not asking from a position of coherence. The sustainability director who publishes a human rights policy while the organisation's female employees are accumulating a pension gap that will materialise as poverty in thirty years is not operating from a coherent position either.
Human rights don't have a passport. The framework applies everywhere your organisation has power over people's lives. That starts with the people on your payroll.
This is not a comfortable argument. It is not supposed to be. It is, however, the argument that makes everything else in this book coherent — because the culture that will genuinely address supply chain human rights is the same culture that genuinely addresses its own employment practices. They are not separate programmes. They are the same programme, looked at from different ends.
•  •  •
WHO I AM, AND WHY THAT MATTERS
I spent the first half of my career as an investigator and intelligence professional working on counter-slavery — dealing with the human consequences of broken supply chains after the fact. The rooms with the plastic chairs. The women with the lists. The cases that arrived on my desk already fully formed: harm documented, perpetrators traced, damage done. Wiping up spilt milk, as I came to think of it.
The second half I spent trying to do something more useful: convincing business to be part of the solution before the milk hits the floor. The boardrooms. The CFOs with the wrong question. The sourcing managers who genuinely did not know and had not been given the tools to know.
That trajectory gave me something I find most books on this subject lack: genuine familiarity with both sides of the table, and no illusions about either. I have sat with communities in Southeast Asia, West Africa, and Latin America whose livelihoods were destroyed by corporate decisions made thousands of kilometres away by people who were, in most cases, decent and intelligent and had no adequate framework for seeing the consequences of what they were doing.
I have also sat in enough boardrooms to know that the gap is not, primarily, a gap in values. The sourcing manager in Frankfurt is not indifferent to the workers in that village. She is operating inside a system that was not designed to make their circumstances visible to her. The CFO asking the wrong question is not callous. He has been given a framework — cost, return, risk — that has always presented human rights as a cost, and has never been given a compelling reason to look at the other side of the ledger.
The investigator's background gives a specific kind of knowledge that consulting work does not. When you investigate supply chain violations for a living, you see companies from the outside: from the perspective of the workers and communities who are the last people consulted and the first to bear the consequences. You develop a clear picture of what a supply chain looks like to the people at the bottom of it — which is also, eventually, the perspective from which the litigation, the regulatory investigation, and the newspaper story are written. When I walk into a boardroom, I know what the chain looks like from both ends. Most of the people in the boardroom have only ever seen their end.
This book is an attempt to change the framework. Not by making the moral argument — though the moral argument is correct — but by making the commercial one. When the incentives change — as they are now changing, fast and irreversibly — the framework changes with them. The companies that changed their framework before the incentives arrived are the ones that will win.
The companies that didn't will find out, too late, that the cost of the system they were running was never zero. It was just being paid by someone else. In another room, four hours from the nearest city of any size. And in the building they go to work in every day.
•  •  •
WHAT THIS BOOK WILL DO
This book makes a single argument, built from evidence: that human rights, genuinely embedded in how a business operates — inside the organisation and across its supply chain — is not a cost centre. It is a competitive advantage. Measurable, material, and available to any company willing to make the shift from compliance thinking to value thinking. The companies that understand this earliest will outcompete, out-hire, and outlast the ones that don't. That is the human rights dividend.
The mandatory regulatory landscape will have enough specificity that you will know which frameworks apply to your organisation, where your gaps actually are, and what distinguishes meeting the legal floor from meeting the operating standard that will matter in the markets and talent pools you operate in.
The external failure modes will be legible in financial terms rather than reputational ones. Supply chain disruption, litigation, procurement exclusion, talent loss — you will understand why the final bill is always larger than the initial estimate, and why the mechanism designed to prevent those failures was built to produce documentation rather than knowledge.
Running an internal human rights assessment — against your own employment data, using the framework and methodology you should be applying to your supply chain — will no longer be abstract. You will know how to disaggregate what your payroll is doing, how to read the gender and racial pay gaps as human rights problems rather than HR ones, and what the regulatory direction means for an organisation that hasn't addressed them.
The book moves through a specific sequence. Chapter One traces the history of how we arrived here — from Leon Sullivan in a General Motors boardroom in 1977 to the CSDDD in 2024. Chapter Two turns the mirror: the human rights issues inside every organisation that most corporate human rights programmes have never examined, and why they must come first. Chapter Three examines the external cost of getting it wrong — Rana Plaza, cobalt, Xinjiang, the legal reckoning. Chapter Four examines the mechanism that was supposed to prevent those failures and didn't. Chapter Five is the turn: the investigator's view from both rooms, and what twenty years of moving between them reveals. Chapter Six makes the dividend case in full. Chapter Seven maps the mandatory landscape. Chapter Eight is the ABCD Framework — the practical cycle for building genuine human rights performance. Chapter Nine asks the question that the ABCD Framework ultimately answers: how do you prove that the culture is real rather than performed? That you are, rather than merely seem to be? Chapter Ten makes four predictions and names the companies already living the future they describe.
The distinction between seeming and being runs beneath this entire book. Most of what currently passes for human rights performance in business is an industry of documentation — of appearing to have looked rather than actually looking, of certifying conditions rather than knowing them. The book's argument, from beginning to end, is that the companies building genuine performance rather than the appearance of it are the ones that will win. Chapter Nine names that distinction in the terms it deserves.
This book is not a legal guide. For jurisdiction-specific advice you need a specialist lawyer. What this book will do is ensure you have a far more informed and productive conversation with them — and with your board, your executive committee, and the investors and partners who are about to start asking harder questions than you may currently be prepared for.
That is the return this book is about. The dividend awaits the company willing to ask the right question — and follow where the answer leads.






Chapter One

How We Got Here




From Sullivan to the CSDDD: the long arc from voluntary gesture to legal obligation
THE MINISTER ON THE BOARD
In 1971, the General Motors board of directors appointed its first Black member. His name was Leon Sullivan. He was a Baptist minister from Charleston, West Virginia, who had spent the previous decade building something that most civil rights strategists of the era considered a distraction: a jobs training programme in North Philadelphia called Opportunities Industrialization Centers.
Sullivan founded OIC in 1964, in the basement of a disused Philadelphia jail, with a philosophy that was simple enough to state and difficult enough to execute: unemployed workers from the city's poorest neighbourhoods were not unemployable. They were untrained, undereducated, and systematically excluded from the industries surrounding them, but they were not lacking in capacity. Give them relevant training, treat them with the dignity that develops rather than suppresses capability, and they would perform as well as any other worker — better, in many cases, because they had been given a reason to invest.
The industries that hired OIC graduates consistently reported lower turnover than comparable hires from other sources. Not because the graduates had better credentials — they didn't. Because they had been treated, during their training, as people whose development mattered, and that treatment had produced the commitment that credentials alone cannot. By 1971 OIC had trained more than 100,000 Americans and had expanded to more than 70 cities. Sullivan had been demonstrating his central argument for a decade before he ever joined a corporate board: dignity and productivity point in the same direction. Treat people as if their flourishing matters, and their performance follows. The human rights dividend was not, for Sullivan, a theory. It was a documented outcome he had been producing in North Philadelphia since the year the Beatles played Ed Sullivan.
GM appointed him to the board because community pressure and civil rights advocacy had made the absence of any Black representation at the table of America's largest corporation untenable. He was the acceptable face of change — a minister, a moderate, a man who built training programmes rather than throwing bricks. The expectation, almost certainly, was that he would attend meetings, ask appropriate questions, and provide the board with something it could point to when the subject arose.
Sullivan had different plans, and he spent the next six years preparing them quietly from his seat at the table.
General Motors was, at that point, one of the largest American investors in South Africa. Its operations there were subject to the apartheid system: Black workers were paid less than white workers for the same work, facilities were racially segregated, advancement into management was structurally foreclosed. This was not a secret. It was simply how business was done. The argument, made routinely by American executives with operations in South Africa and accepted with equal routine by their shareholders and boards, was that engagement was preferable to withdrawal — that American companies were a moderating influence, that they provided employment, that withdrawal would hurt the workers most. The argument was not entirely cynical. Some of the people making it believed it.
Sullivan spent six years watching the operations from his seat at the board table before he concluded that belief was not enough. In 1977, he published a set of principles — the Sullivan Principles — that he proposed American companies with South African operations should adopt. They required equal pay for equal work regardless of race. Integrated work facilities. Training programmes for Black and mixed-race workers. Advancement opportunities into supervisory and management roles. Recognition of Black trade unions. Engagement in improving the conditions of Black employees outside the workplace — housing, schooling, health care.
The reaction from the boardrooms of American industry was, in the main, one of pained reluctance. Not because the principles were unreasonable — they were not — but because they cost money, required structural change, and involved American companies in something that the South African government had made very clear it regarded as none of their business. About a third of American companies with South African operations eventually signed. Most of those that signed spent considerable creative energy on the question of what compliance actually required of them.
Here is what Sullivan discovered, and what this book will spend a great deal of time expanding upon: the companies that genuinely implemented the principles — that paid equally, integrated their facilities, promoted Black workers into management, and invested in the surrounding communities — found that their South African operations improved. Productivity went up. Turnover went down. The workers who had been given reason to invest in their employer gave more than the contract required. The managers who had been promoted into positions of responsibility delivered.
The principle that dignity and productivity point in the same direction is not intuitive to everyone. It was not, in 1977, a well-documented commercial proposition. But Sullivan had been demonstrating it for a decade in North Philadelphia's training programmes, and he was now demonstrating it again in the factories and offices of apartheid South Africa. The companies that treated their workers as human beings with rights and aspirations were outperforming the ones that didn't.
This was the first documented human rights dividend on record. Nobody called it that at the time.
Sullivan himself concluded, ten years later, that the principles had failed. Not because the commercial case was wrong, but because too few companies had implemented them genuinely, and because the ones that had were not sufficient to change a system that required political transformation, not corporate best practice. In 1987 he called publicly for American companies to withdraw from South Africa entirely. Most of them, by then, were already leaving — not because of the principles, and not because of the human rights argument, but because the political situation had become too unstable and the reputational exposure too large. The first lesson of the Sullivan era is the commercial case. The second lesson is its limit: voluntary commitment, without structural enforcement, will be honoured by those inclined to honour it and gamed by those who are not.
Sullivan died in 2001. He had spent thirty
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