
Moral Fibers:  
Making Clothing Slavery-Free
While child labor in cotton production remains endemic in many countries,  

nowhere is it more organized than in Uzbekistan, where the Uzbek government 

forces over one million children to labor in the country’s cotton fields each year. 

8  •  THE CORPORATE EXAMINER

David Schilling: Senior Program Director,  
Human Rights and Resources, ICCR
When ICCR members learned in 2007 that the 
Government of  Uzbekistan (GOU) was forcing 
children aged 10 to 15 years old to harvest cotton, 
they sent letters to over 100 apparel companies 
urging them not to purchase cotton from Uzbeki-
stan until the government ended its policy of  forced child labor.  

In coordination with the Responsible Sourcing Network, investors 
have gotten over 130 apparel brands and retailers to publicly pledge 
to not knowingly purchase Uzbek cotton.  This action was part of  
a broad multi-stakeholder initiative involving the U.S. State Depart-
ment, the American Apparel Footwear Association, the National Re-
tail Federation, trade unions, investors, companies and human rights 
groups, and groups with roots in Uzbekistan. The initiative urged 
Uzbek officials to invite the International Labor Organization (ILO) 
to monitor the cotton harvest and to provide technical assistance to 
restructure the cotton industry without the use of  forced child labor.  
While the GOU ratified Convention 182 regarding the Worst Forms 
of  Child Labor, and Convention 138 on Minimum Age, there has 
been little change in the number of  children forced into the fields.

We believe the actions taken thus far have helped to focus atten-
tion on the problem.  However, the scale of  government-directed 
forced child labor in the Uzbek cotton fields compels serious and 
systematic action not only by the GOU, but also by companies, trade 
associations, human rights groups, investors and the international 
community working through the ILO.   

Patricia Jurewicz: Director,  
Responsible Sourcing Network
Determining if  slave labor was used to harvest 
the cotton in brands’ products is not easy. At 
Responsible Sourcing Network (RSN), we have 
been developing tools to help brands set and 
communicate commitments, educate staff, and 
safeguard against purchasing cotton tainted with 
forced labor from Uzbekistan.

The first tool we created was the “Company Pledge Against 
Forced Child and Adult Labor in Uzbek Cotton”, which over 130 
brands and retailers have signed. Our next two reports provided 
background information on the characteristics and movement of  
Uzbek cotton (From the Field, 2012), and examples of  documentation 
and software systems that can be used to trace the origins of  cotton 
used in a brand’s products (To the Spinner, 2013). 

RSN is now setting up and encouraging brands to support a 
system that verifies which yarn spinners and textile mills are not us-
ing Uzbek cotton. By implementing these types of  tools, brands can 
move from “not knowingly sourcing” to “knowing and not sourcing” 
Uzbek cotton, and protect themselves from the risk of  inadvertently 
supporting cotton harvested with forced child and adult labor.

Lauren Compere: Managing Director/Director 
of Shareholder Engagement, Boston  
Common Asset Management
One of  the key ESG risks facing consumer-
oriented companies is egregious labor and human 
rights practices in the supply chain, such as 
sourcing cotton from Uzbekistan where child and 
forced labor is widespread due to weak rule of  law.  In 2008 Boston 
Common began to engage companies all along the supply chain 
from brands (Adidas, Disney, and Esprit Holdings) to manufactur-
ers (Li & Fung) to retailers (TJX Co. and Tesco) and commodity 
brokers (Olam) on how they were managing their potential exposure 
to Uzbek cotton.  We brought the best practice models of  European 
companies such as Adidas and Tesco to U.S. companies such as TJX 
Co., and engaged Li & Fung, which manages thousands of  Chinese 
factories, on adopting policies of  its own on Uzbek cotton.  

Given the complex nature of  supply chain traceability, we realized 
that coordinated action at the industry and multi-stakeholder levels 
was essential.  Therefore, we joined other investors, human rights 
groups, companies, and trade associations in engaging Uzbek govern-
ment officials and the State Department and the Department of  
Labor; in engaging cotton merchants such as the Dubai Commodities 
Exchange; and in raising awareness among Asian companies.  


