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From 3 – 5 February 2025, Wilton Park brought together a unique blend of human 

rights and economic development expertise alongside perspectives from developing 

and emerging economies. The participants explored innovative solutions that aimed to 

balance the urgency of tackling modern slavery with the broader goals of SDG8, which 

emphasise enterprise growth, decent work, and sustainable economic development.     

Emerging markets and developing economies (EMDEs) account for nearly 80% of 

global economic growth and have become increasingly integrated into global 

economic systems and markets through global supply chains. While the expansion of 

global supply chains has resulted in increased market and employment opportunities 

and economic growth, it has also exacerbated labour conditions and workers’ rights in 

EMDEs. Modern slavery remains a pressing challenge in the global supply chain. SDG 

Target 8.7 calls on countries to take immediate and effective measures to eradicate 

forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking, and secure the prohibition 

and elimination of the worst forms of child labour. Initiatives such as the EU Corporate 

Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) represent key steps forward in 

promoting sustainable and transparent global supply chains. However, challenges 

persist in the practical implementation of business and human rights (BHR) standards 

set out in the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) and OECD 

Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct, particularly in the domestic context of 

EMDEs. Many businesses in EMDEs face increasing challenges in aligning with 

transparency and due diligence requirements from markets, regulators, and investors. 

The event aimed to identify tools and approaches that could empower governments, 

investors and EMDE businesses to create sustainable, market-based solutions that 
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reduce exploitation in international supply chains and domestic markets, whilst 

facilitating critical access to global markets and investment even in high-risk contexts. 

A key focus was on the fair sharing of responsibilities across the value chain while 

developing sustainable, empowered and non-dependent capacity of EMDE 

businesses to address supply chain issues and meet regulatory market and investor 

requirements. 

A series of plenary sessions explored: 

• EMDE business perspectives and on-the-ground realities in accessing and 

meeting export market BHR requirements. 

• EMDE buyer perspectives on and experiences of creating decent work in high-

risk contexts, while meeting human rights disclosure and due diligence 

expectations of regulators, markets and investors.  

• The BHR data ecosystem and challenges and opportunities in collecting and 

utilising data to assess modern slavery risks, measure progress, and 

demonstrate compliance. 

• Opportunities for positive spillover effects of BHR measures, such as how 

solutions targeting global supply chains can improve standards in local and 

domestic supply chains. 

This report provides a summary of key themes and conclusions emerging from the 

event. The discussions highlighted the importance of adopting a systems approach to 

tackling modern slavery in supply chains, focusing on impact, equitable partnerships, 

and fair distribution of responsibilities. 
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Principles for a balanced approach  

The primary outcome of the meeting was a set of principles aimed at all stakeholders in 

global supply chains for developing a balanced approach to eradicating modern 

slavery. The principles are intended as a resource for all working across the spectrum 

of business and human rights and inclusive economic development. Governments, 

donors, multilateral agencies, development finance institutions, academia, civil society 

and business are invited to consider them in policy and strategy development, 

advocacy, research, project implementation and commercial activity. The principles 

can be applied across value chains, regardless of destination market and place of 

operation, and in certified and uncertified value chains. They are not intended to be 

rigid rules or aspirational statements. Instead, they provide a flexible framework that 

helps inform decisions while allowing for adaptability in different contextual situations. 

The principles are intended as a starting point for further work, including dissemination 

for wider review and refinement, as well as additional development of guidance as to 

their application in practice. 

Guiding principles for a balanced approach to eradicating modern slavery in 
supply chains 

Measures to address modern slavery in supply chains should be: 

1 Worker-centred 

• Protect fundamental labour rights of workers and promote freedom of 

association within economic development activities.  

• Promote legal protections and enforcement: legal identity; social 

protection; and help make global migration more safe, orderly and 

regular. 

• Hard-wire lived experience and peer-to-peer learning and perspective 

in planning, implementation, appraisal and decision making. 

• Inform and empower workers within both business and human rights 

and inclusive economic development approaches and activities. 

2 Based on Equitable Partnership 

• Determine and ensure fair and effective distribution of responsibilities 

along supply chains.  
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• Ensure fair sharing of effort and costs, fair pricing and purchasing 

practices including through long term contracts where appropriate. 

• Facilitate shared responsibility and accountability through adopting a 

systems approach that engages all stakeholder perspectives. 

• Ensure equal partnership and respect – within and between value 

chains. 

• Encourage civil society participation at all levels of value chain activity. 

• Understand and mitigate any negative impacts on cost and access to 

finance and investment for upstream businesses in supply chains 

related to their capacity to meet market and regulatory requirements.   

3 Data Driven 

• Define harmonised data standards. 

• Prioritise data derived nearest to an event. 

• Establish effective data security and protection. 

• Ensure data is transparent, accessible and actionable for those that 

require it. 

• Integrate data across sectors and cross-reference and validate data 

sources.  

• Build trust between supply chain stakeholders on data sharing and 

syndicate data to reduce burden on individual businesses, especially 

upstream EMDE businesses. 

• Develop sustainable resourcing for a quality and interoperable data 

ecosystem. 

4 Sustainable 

• Demonstrate that action on modern slavery is a commercial imperative 

to long term business sustainability and resilience. 

• Building on the UNGPs, sustainably build capacity of all stakeholders to 

identify and remedy abuses. 

• Streamline multiple and duplicative standards, requirements and 

demands. 

• Look to employ tools that maximise effectiveness while minimising 

administrative and resource burden especially for upstream EMDE 

businesses. 

• Seek long term solutions at the intersection of human rights, inclusive 

economic development and climate change impact for the most 

vulnerable to exploitation. 
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5 Improvement-based 

• Focus on outcomes and impact not compliance. 

• Promote a shared understanding between governments, suppliers, 

buyers, investors, unions, workers and consumers of what good looks 

like. 

• Align incentives to reward positive complementary behaviours in the 

hardest contexts that benefit multiple SDG targets, especially on 

forced and child labour, decent work and inclusive economic 

development. 

• Increase accountability for all duty bearers. 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

Eight key themes emerged during discussions and presentations at the event; (i) The 

importance of worker-centred approaches; (ii) Equitable partnerships throughout the 

value chain; (iii) Collecting and utilising the right data; (iv) Ensuring sustainability; (v) 

Understanding and alleviating pressures on EMDE businesses; (vi) Collaboration and 

stakeholder engagement; (vii) Effective legislation and policy measures; and (viii) 

Measurable impact. Conclusions identified from many of these fed directly into the 

proposed principles.  

Theme 1: The importance of worker-centred approaches 

Centralising workers at the heart of discussion and at the core of solutions is essential 

to upholding workers' rights and addressing vulnerabilities to economic exploitation. A 

worker-centric approach prioritises workers' voices, rights and lived experiences to 

derive meaningful and lasting improvements in wages and working conditions. An 

effective worker-centric approach to providing decent work includes empowering and 

informing workers, embedding lived experiences into policy and practice, protecting 

fundamental labour rights, and ensuring legal protection for workers. 

Effective access to remedy remains a critical component of the human rights due 

diligence processes, yet corporate-led grievance mechanisms often fall short in 

providing access to timely remediation, especially for migrant workers. There is a 

recognised need to address critical gaps in remedy processes at local level, and to 

improve local capacity and infrastructure to ensure effective grievance handling. 
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Key conclusions: 

• Fundamental labour rights, including freedom of association for all workers, 

including temporary and undocumented migrant workers, must be upheld. 

• Strengthening migration governance, legal frameworks, and guidance to 

help workers make informed migration choices and access safer migration 

pathways should be a priority for both origin and destination country 

governments. This includes raising awareness in vulnerable communities, 

providing training to professionals and other relevant bodies to recognise and 

report signs of exploitation, offering support services to victims such as 

medical care and ensuring ethical recruitment practices. 

• Strong partnerships with community organisations, faith groups and civil 

society organisations can help businesses and actors such as national human 

rights institutions reach and educate workers, especially in traditionally non-

unionised sectors. Strengthening these grassroots networks can help with the 

early detection of labour issues and provide timely support and interventions. 

• Targeted worker awareness programs and peer-to-peer learning would 

help equip workers, particularly in informal sectors, with knowledge of their 

rights, building capacity to advocate for fair wages and better working 

conditions. 

• Local outreach initiatives could help build worker confidence in engaging with 

independent reporting tools for addressing labour rights violations. 

• Building consumer awareness and leveraging consumer activism could 

help amplify workers' concerns and drive advocacy efforts, creating bottom-up 

stakeholder pressure. 

• Bringing in worker and forced labour survivor voices would help improve 

governance models, policies, local programming as well as monitoring tools 

such as audits.  

• Grievance mechanisms and remedy processes need to be trusted, 

accessible and responsive to workers' needs. They should incorporate worker 

feedback on what works and what doesn’t. Local networks, community 

organisations and trusted rightsholder groups are a valuable source of expertise 

in developing culturally appropriate and gender-sensitive remediation 

processes. 
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Theme 2: Equitable partnerships throughout the value chain 

The complexities of BHR compliance can disproportionately impact smaller companies 

and businesses operating in informal economies. They may lack the resources, 

knowledge, and capacity to implement due diligence processes, obtain certifications, 

and navigate complex regulatory landscapes. This can limit their access to global 

markets and hinder their growth potential. To reduce the disproportionate burden and 

create fairer, sustainable supply chains, fostering equitable partnerships rooted in 

mutual respect, trust, and a shared sense of responsibility is essential. These 

partnerships can guide collective action and collaboration across all levels of the value 

chain, ensuring that all actors work together in a coordinated response to regulatory 

expectations related to BHR requirements.  

The success of Nepal’s carpet industry in accelerating progress to address child labour 

effectively is a good example of how equitable partnerships throughout the value chain 

can drive impact. Bringing together regional and global stakeholders, provincial and 

federal governments, local communities, and consumers backing, such partnerships 

can enable a more equitable distribution of benefits across the value chains. 

Equitable partnerships within and across supply chains are needed to promote 

equitable cost-sharing for addressing sustainability challenges, offering collaborative 

solutions which can drive collective action throughout the value chain. 

Key conclusions: 

• BHR requirements and standards need to shift from top-down 

compliance models to inclusive, bottom-up approaches that prioritise 

worker voices and local suppliers' needs, particularly in high-risk contexts within 

emerging markets. Engaging with local civil society organisations, trade unions, 

and communities would help create a shared understanding of good business 

practices at the supplier level. 

• Buyer businesses should ensure that the financial burden of compliance, 

certification and risk mitigation is shared and resourced equitably across the 

value chain, including through conducting a true assessment of production 

cost.  

• Buyer businesses should engage with suppliers meaningfully, through 

responsible sourcing dialogue and procurement practices, such as fair pricing, 

stable order and fair payment terms. Long-term relationships can help 

incentivise progress on BHR, particularly in high-risk contexts. 
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• Local, regional and national governments have a role to play in promoting 

responsible business practices and discouraging local producers in EMDEs from 

exiting global supply chains or seeking less regulated markets.  

Theme 3: Collecting and utilising the right data  

In the face of the escalating risk of modern slavery across different regions and 

sectors around the world, there is a growing demand for robust data among various 

stakeholders, including buyers and investors. While corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) and other sustainability reports provide large-scale data on business and human 

rights reporting requirements, much of it is simply ‘dumped’ without offering 

meaningful insights into the actual impact of business activities. Additionally, reporting 

does not equate to progress and according to the World Benchmarking Alliance,1 as of 

2024, 90% of the world's 2000 most influential companies were not even halfway to 

meeting fundamental societal expectations on human rights, decent work and ethical 

conduct. Effective human rights due diligence and risk assessment requires greater 

transparency and access to reliable data for business and human rights requirements. 

This remains challenging for businesses sourcing from hard-to-reach contexts (such 

as those operating in remote locations, in marginalised communities, conflict zones or 

digitally excluded groups). A collective response and action from governments in origin 

and sourcing countries, businesses and civil society organisations is needed to create 

an effective data ecosystem that enhances data availability, accessibility, and 

interoperability. 

Key conclusions: 

• In order to be actionable, data must be robust, cross-referenced and 

validated from various sources; collected at multiple levels, from worksites and 

communities to industry and country-wide aggregations; and informed by 

worker voice, local conditions and risks in high-risk contexts. 

• There are serious data gaps, particularly in informal sectors, lower-tier supply 

chains, and as regards gender-disaggregated data. Corporate data on its own is 

not sufficient to combat modern slavery; data from trade unions, civil society, 

survivors, and government sources is critical for designing and implementing 

effective interventions. A sustainable funding model is needed to ensure 

equitable cost-sharing in data collection, processing, analysis, and providing 

 
1 https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/social/  

https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/social/
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support to on-the-ground teams. Government action is needed to support data 

governance efforts at both national and local levels, including sustainable data 

collection and equitable cost-sharing. 

• Data on modern slavery is highly fragmented across and within different 

sources, sectors, organisations and departments and is exacerbated by 

different regulatory frameworks, guidelines, and norms within and across 

countries, sectors, and organisations. Data standards need to be harmonised in 

cooperation and collaboration with EMDE stakeholders, including businesses, 

governments, unions, civil society, workers, and survivors; this can help avoid 

duplication of efforts and improve the reach and impact of data. 

• Clear data-sharing agreements and processes, as well as robust security 

and privacy safeguards, would help build trust among stakeholders, 

addressing concerns about costs and confidentiality. A range of actors, 

including businesses, worker voice initiatives, labour inspectors and third-party 

platforms are collecting data for human rights compliances, but it remains 

siloed, inconsistently formatted, and often inaccessible due to proprietary 

concerns. Government should lead a data management approach, coordinating 

efforts across various entities to ensure effective data collection and sharing 

learnings, providing a clearer understanding of key issues and promoting 

concerted, aligned action to address them.  

• The development of open-access data platforms could enhance 

transparency and accountability, facilitate informed decision-making and 

broader access to information among companies, sectoral-level organisations 

and trade unions. 

• Continued investment in the use of emerging technology and other data 

solutions, including Earth observation, blockchain, artificial intelligence, and 

data analytics, can play a crucial role in building an effective data ecosystem for 

collecting, integrating, analysing and sharing reliable, actionable data, thereby 

reducing costs and enhancing transparency. 
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Theme 4: Ensuring sustainability 

Poverty in low- and middle-income countries continues to pose challenges to 

sustainable development. According to the World Bank, nearly three-quarters of 

people in extreme poverty live in Sub-Saharan Africa or in fragile, conflict-affected 

countries.2 Globally, the slow progress on poverty reduction coupled with climate 

change is contributing to large-scale migration within and out of developing countries, 

leading to increasing vulnerability to human rights abuses, including modern slavery. 

Marginalisation and discrimination further push people into risky situations, with 

workers viewing migration as a “once in a lifetime chance” for a better life. 

Businesses in emerging markets and developing economies face significant challenges 

in contributing to economic growth. BHR measures have helped increase their access 

to new markets, buyers and investors, improved worker productivity, safety and 

wages. However, meeting the requirements of business and human rights standards 

and regulations also places significant demands on EMDE businesses, particularly 

micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs). 

Key conclusions:  

• Investment in sustainable and inclusive economic development in 

emerging markets and developing economies is key to help address regional 

disparities and reduce forced migration driven by the lack of opportunities. In 

the EMDE context, collaborative action is needed to mobilise sustainable and 

scalable investments, leveraging development finance institutions’ (DFIs) 

expertise and local knowledge of risks for wider economic and climate-resilient 

development. 

• Long-term supplier contracts provide stability for small producers in adapting 

to climate-related risks. Buyer businesses need to promote stability and engage 

in longer-term commercial arrangements with EMDE businesses, particularly 

SMEs in high-risk contexts. 

 
2 Poverty, Prosperity, and Planet Report 2024 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/poverty-prosperity-and-planet#:~:text=Two%20thirds%20of%20the%20world%E2%80%99s%20population%20in%20extreme,quarters%20when%20including%20all%20fragile%20and%20conflict-affected%20countries.
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Theme 5: Understanding and alleviating pressures on EMDE 

businesses 

Implementing BHR measures remains challenging for many EMDE businesses, 

particularly for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. Compared to larger firms, 

MSMEs face greater challenges in complying with rapidly evolving BHR regulations and 

standards. Competitive pressure and disproportionate costs associated with human 

rights due diligence practices make compliance even more challenging for MSMEs. 

Understanding these complexities is essential for assessing the broader implications 

of BHR and responsible business conduct (RBC) standards for EMDE and their 

businesses.  

Governments, donors, and buyer companies should engage in collaborative efforts to 

provide targeted, proportionate support to help MSMEs in EMDEs manage the high 

initial costs of compliance and implement ongoing BHR measures to maintain and gain 

access to export markets. 

Key conclusions:  

• Many local producers and farmers lack the resources, awareness and 

technical support to comply with BHR requirements, and therefore worry 

about losing access to global markets.  

• Small farmers often have to prioritise basic survival over regulatory 

compliance and are not part of a cooperative structure and are therefore 

removed from the decision-making processes. As a result, these farmers are 

excluded from sustainability programs and price protection mechanisms, 

making them more vulnerable to market and seasonal fluctuations and thus 

reducing their incentives to adopt responsible practices.  

• For SMEs, compliance with BHR requirements, creates financial and 

administrative burdens, including expensive certification and audits and 

overlapping sustainability standards. Even in cooperatives that provide 

premiums to support compliance, the portion of funds absorbed by 

administrative costs is significant. 



Report: 
Modern slavery, regulation and investment: finding a balanced approach to SDG8  15
 Wilton Park | February 2025 

• Numerous sustainability standards and duplicative requirements 

produce an endless list of tick boxes. This can turn compliance into 

"managing to standard" rather than managing actual risks. Standards should be 

streamlined and tailored to suppliers' size, operations, context, capacity and 

risk levels, enabling a focus on continuous improvement rather than rigid 

compliance. 

Theme 6: Collaboration and stakeholder engagement 

The scale and complexity of human rights issues in global supply chains underscores 

the need for collaborative and concerted action to address risks and build resilient and 

ethical supply chains. Strong partnerships involving diverse stakeholders are central to 

driving system-level change and promoting BHR compliance along value chains. Global 

companies operating within shared supply chain ecosystems and facing 

interconnected vulnerabilities tied to specific products or geographical areas need to 

collaborate to increase collective impact.  

Pre-competitive collaboration (cooperation between companies on areas that do not 

directly affect their competitive advantage) between buyer companies and their 

engagement with stakeholders in EMDEs is needed to help promote responsible 

sourcing practices, develop shared solutions, support sustainable local capacity 

building and facilitate compliance with BHR measures.   

Key conclusions:  

• Collaborations along the value chain, involving local suppliers and producer 

networks in discussions about best practices to implement BHR standards and 

good principles of engagement, would improve the overall ecosystem. These 

partnerships can help align incentives to reward positive behaviour, reducing 

the risk of local producers in EMDEs exiting global supply chains or seeking 

alternative markets.  

• Sustainable local capacity building should include targeted financial and 

technical assistance to empower SMEs and small suppliers to take ownership of 

grievance resolution and remediation processes. This approach ensures that 

grievance processes are effective at the worker level, reducing escalation to 

buyer firms and promoting more localised solutions. Capacity-building efforts 

should prioritise preventative measures and integrate preventative and 

corrective functions, ensuring issues are identified proactively and effectively 

resolved when they arise. 
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• Pre-competitive and context-sensitive company collaboration on 

sourcing strategies and sustainable capacity building for local producers can 

drive shared impact, enhancing ethical sourcing and strengthening sector-wide 

compliance and risk mitigation. 

Theme 7: Effective legislative and policy measures 

Emerging regulatory frameworks and due diligence legislation, such as CSDDD, are 

driving responsible business conduct both in the EU and globally. These legislations 

aim to raise RBC standards across the entire value chain of companies, with 

implications for upstream business practices in EMDEs. However, compliance with 

regulatory frameworks and implementation of RBC standards at the local level in 

EMDEs remains challenging, particularly in contexts where gaps and misalignments 

exist between local laws and global standards. 

Governments in sourcing countries should work closely with those in EMDEs to 

facilitate the convergence between domestic policies and relevant frameworks, such 

as the CSDDD, enhancing national-level compliance and improving market 

attractiveness in EMDEs. 

Key conclusions:  

• The misalignment between international BHR requirements and local 

laws or cultural norms hinders the effective implementation of BHR 

requirements at the local level. In some cases, even with external support and 

investment, full compliance remains challenging, particularly in high-risk 

contexts within EMDEs. More work is needed on linking national BHR laws and 

policies with EU and other international regulations, to promote responsible 

business conduct while ensuring alignment with local culture and context. 

Theme 8: Measurable impact  

The notion that forced labour in supply chains, debt bondage and, to some extent, 

human trafficking, are hidden and isolated phenomena is fundamentally untrue. 

Modern slavery and challenges to human rights are deeply embedded in systems and 

practices that exploit vulnerability. The discussions called for addressing these 

endemic issues by reliance on both voluntary initiatives and top-down regulation. 

There is a need to shift from a compliance approach towards an impact approach that 

prioritises prevention, continuous improvement and accountability. 
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Key conclusions: 

• Business focus on human rights due diligence should shift from cyclical 

remediation to proactive prevention, acknowledging that risks are inherent 

in operations and supply chains and prioritising prevention over remediation. 

• Worker voice tools should be used not only to reach workers but also to 

drive continuous improvements, through analysing real-time data to identify 

larger trends and inform proactive business and policy interventions, thereby 

helping to drive results and build mutual trust among stakeholders. 

• Lessons learned on tangible outcomes and impact of multi-stakeholder 

initiatives should be shared among stakeholders, promoting accountability, 

transparency and a shared understanding of good practice. 

Faiza Zafar 

Wilton Park | February 2025 
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Wilton Park reports are brief summaries of the main points and conclusions of a 

conference. The reports reflect rapporteurs’ personal interpretations of the 

proceedings. As such they do not constitute any institutional policy of Wilton Park nor 

do they necessarily represent the views of the rapporteur. Wilton Park reports and any 

recommendations contained therein are for participants and are not a statement of 

policy for Wilton Park, the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) or 

His Majesty’s Government. 

Should you wish to read other Wilton Park reports, or participate in upcoming Wilton 

Park events, please consult our website www.wiltonpark.org.uk. 

If you would like further information about Wilton Park’s human rights convening, 

please contact Senior Programme Director Ľubica Polláková 

lubica.pollakova@wiltonpark.org.uk 

To receive our monthly bulletin and latest updates, please subscribe to 

www.wiltonpark.org.uk/newsletter 

https://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/
http://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/newsletter
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Wilton Park is a discreet think-space designed for experts and 
policy-makers to engage in genuine dialogue with a network 
of diverse voices, in order to address the most pressing 
challenges of our time.  
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