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SUMMARY
Across major US supermarkets, human rights abuses in 
seafood supply chains are widespread. Part of the reason 
for this is pressure from supermarkets to drive down costs 
which can create incentives to engage in poor business 
practices. In this paper, written for investors that have 
exposure to US supermarkets, the Interfaith Center on 
Corporate Responsibility (ICCR) details some of the risks 
investors face because of human rights violations. The 
paper outlines the state of play among the largest US 
supermarkets in combatting human rights risks in seafood 
supply chains. It also provides recommendations for 
investor action on mitigating these risks in their seafood 
supply chains.
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INTRODUCTION

Seafood is a major global industry and one of the most-traded food commodities. In 2022 alone, an estimated USD $472 billion 

was traded in fisheries and aquaculture production.1  With over 7% of the global population — or roughly 600 million people’s 

livelihoods connected to seafood,2 the potential human impacts of the industry are significant.

Human rights abuses related to seafood are widespread across the supply chains of major US supermarkets (or food retailers).  

While there have been some improvements following exposés of large-scale abuses in the Thai fishing industry over the past 

decade, recent investigations identifying rights abuses in multiple geographies illustrate that violations remain endemic.3  

The exploitation of workers in seafood is at least in part a result of upstream pressures to drive down costs. This is 

compounded by national legal frameworks and practices that reflect discrimination, corruption, and deeply entrenched 

power imbalances — between workers and their employers, and between suppliers and their buyers. Isolation, dangerous 

and precarious working conditions, long working hours, and/or exploitative labor recruitment make seafood workers highly 

vulnerable to forced labor, wage theft, and a host of other egregious labor practices. 

Investors can play a key role in holding actors upstream in the seafood supply chain to account, in particular 
supermarkets. In this paper, ICCR aims to equip investors with the tools and insights to do so by: 

	à Examining key risks for investors;

	à Considering the role US supermarkets play in stemming these risks; and

	à Proposing specific actions investors can initiate.



5 Sea-ze the Day: How Investors Can Reduce Exposure to Human Rights Abuses in Seafood

RISKS TO INVESTORS

In seafood supply chains, human rights abuses can generate significant risk for companies.  

Companies in the seafood supply chain face increasing legislative and legal risk. 

	à In recent years, lawsuits and formal legal inquiries have been launched against supermarkets and brands for facilitating abuses 

in their seafood supply chains,4 as well as for engaging in consumer fraud around responsible seafood sourcing practices.5 

	à Companies could also run afoul of other US laws and regulatory requirements, including those related to use of forced 

labor (e.g., Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930, Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974, the Customs Trade Partnership Against 

Terrorism, or the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA). While multiple Withhold and Release Orders have been 

filed in the past,6 scrutiny on seafood imports could increase as the current Administration tries to boost the US seafood 

industry and increase crackdown on Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing.7

Heightened US-China tensions could result in increased US government scrutiny of seafood supply chains. 

	à The growing global presence of Chinese-operated fishing vessels has attracted significant attention from the current US 

Administration,8 members of Congress,9 and US government agencies.10 Seafood has been added to the list of high-risk 

sectors for enforcement under the UFLPA,11 resulting in increased scrutiny of seafood imports from China in reach and scope. 

	à Additionally, the US Coast Guard has conducted operations against and boarded Chinese vessels off the coast of South 

America in response to illegal overfishing.12 Interventions like these signal potentially increased US government action 

against human rights violations arising from Chinese-owned seafood businesses.13 

	à In addition to its growing role in the seafood supply chain, China is also expected to account for 40% of global seafood 

consumption growth by 2030.14 As the US tries to boost US competitiveness, it is more likely to increase oversight of 

imported seafood, especially that coming from China.15  

Increased media scrutiny of human rights abuses can lead to reputational damage. 

	à Investigations into pervasive human rights violations on seafood vessels have been high profile, with supermarkets 

called out in leading national media outlets.16 Reputation can significantly impact how consumers perceive US food 

retailers and the products they sell, driving their purchase decisions. In one study, customers indicated a preference to 

not have seafood connected to human rights abuses sold in US supermarkets.17  

Warming waters can result in increased incidences of illegal labor. 

	à As overfishing depletes fish stock and ocean warming contributes to a decline in global fish populations,18 fishing vessels 

may start to cut corners or increase their use of less sustainable practices, for example, spending more time in deeper 

waters, increasing risks of engaging in illegal behavior.19 
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ROLE OF SUPERMARKETS

Eighty percent of seafood consumed in the US is imported.20 

A major market for seafood across the globe, US supermarkets have significant influence due to their size, market share, and links 

to varieties of seafood. US supermarkets can encourage those upstream in their supply chains to respect human rights standards.

Whether it be squid sourced from China,21 shrimp from India,22 or tuna from the Chinese Distant Water fleet,23 price pressures 

on supply chains can cascade upstream. A recent investigation of abuses specifically highlights the purchasing policies of 

supermarkets and how they relate to abuses in the seafood supply chain.24 The likelihoods of tariffs being placed on seafood 

imported into the US can also lead to the costs of tariffs being pushed onto suppliers, resulting in the likelihood that labor 

practices in supply chains such as seafood will be more exploitative than they already are.

Policies and Practices of US Supermarkets

As part of our focus on food value chains, this analysis will concentrate on the practices of leading US food retailers, based on 

their revenue, market size, and connection to seafood.25 This does not imply that other companies are performing better, but rather 

highlights our prioritization of those we believe are best positioned to influence business practices upstream in the seafood supply 

chain. Our analysis builds on years of our allies’ engagement with US supermarkets on a variety of commodities, including seafood, 

and advocating for improved policies and practices that would lead to a greater respect for human rights of workers. 

In recent years, we have seen some companies take positive steps to address risks associated with their seafood supply chains. 

Recognizing the limitations of audits in uncovering human rights risks and impacts, more companies are turning to human 

rights impact assessment (HRIAs). When conducted effectively,26 HRIAs are a powerful tool for identifying the root causes 

of human rights impacts through robust data collection and meaningful engagement with rights holders. Furthermore, many 

companies have adopted human rights policies, stating their commitment to respect human rights and to comply with the 

United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs)

What are the UNGPs and how do human rights due diligence (HRDD), 
HRIAs and the environment fit within them?

The United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), unanimously endorsed in 2011, set 

clear expectations for governments and companies to prevent and address negative human rights impacts linked 

to business activity.27 A cornerstone of the UNGPs is the requirement for companies to carry out human rights due 

diligence (HRDD), a process that includes identifying and assessing actual and potential impacts, integrating and 

acting on the findings, tracking responses, and communicating how impacts are addressed.28 

Crucially, the UNGPs also highlight the importance of establishing effective grievance mechanisms, which are 

essential for accountability: they provide a channel for affected individuals and communities to raise concerns, ensure 

that companies are made aware of harms, and enable access to remedy when rights have been violated.29 To fulfill 

their purpose, such mechanisms must also meet the UNGPs’ effectiveness criteria—being legitimate, accessible, 

predictable, equitable, transparent, rights-compatible, a source of continuous learning, and based on engagement 

and dialogue with stakeholders.”30
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While Human Rights Impact Assessments (HRIAs) are not explicitly mentioned in the UNGPs, they are widely 

recognized as a valuable tool to operationalize HRDD.31 If conducted effectively, HRIAs can help companies meet their 

due diligence responsibilities while also empowering rights-holders, fostering meaningful dialogue with stakeholders, 

and supporting collaborative solutions.32

Human Rights Impact Assessments (HRIAs) are grounded in internationally recognized human rights standards 

and principles.33 Their purpose is to measure the gap between human rights as defined in international instruments 

and human rights as experienced in practice by affected rights-holders, such as workers and communities.34 Unlike 

environmental and social impact assessments, HRIAs are explicitly rooted in international human rights law, which 

establishes the minimum standards companies must respect across all civil, political, economic, social, and cultural 

rights.35 By examining both actual and potential impacts—negative and positive—HRIAs not only help prevent, 

mitigate, and remedy harms but can also contribute to improved development and sustainability outcomes.36 

Further, although the UNGPs do not explicitly mention the environment, they acknowledge that human rights due 

diligence should cover actual and potential adverse impacts on all human rights, which include those resulting 

from environmental harms. Moreover, following the recognition of a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment as 

a human right (hereinafter ‘right to a healthy environment’) by the UN Human Rights Council in 2021 and the UN 

General Assembly in 2022, human rights due diligence should now address actual and potential adverse impacts on 

this human right.37 Thus, human rights due diligence should now cover actual and potential adverse impacts on human 

rights resulting from environmental harms, including the right to a healthy environment (hereinafter, ‘[potential] 

adverse human rights impacts resulting from environmental harms’), and can guide businesses as they make their 

contribution to addressing the triple planetary crisis.38 Human rights due diligence inclusive of environmental impacts 

is known as HREDD — human rights and environmental due diligence.

In 2024, the UNDP published a practical tool for business that offers advice, experiences, and insights on how to 

integrate environmental dimensions into their HRDD. The Practical Tool recognizes (1) that in addition to pollution, 

climate change, and biodiversity loss, adverse impacts on the right to a healthy environment may include impacts 

on sufficient water and healthy and sustainable food, and (2) that there are other environmental threats, such as 

desertification, land degradation, drought, and zoonotic diseases, and, therefore is in no way intended to limit 

businesses’ efforts in integrating environmental dimensions into human rights due diligence beyond the framework of 

the triple planetary crisis.39

Emerging Best Practices in the Food and Beverage Sector

At a high level, Nestlé stands out for disclosing action plans for its ten salient human rights issues, including forced 

labor in its seafood supply chain in Thailand.40 These action plans articulate why each issue is a priority, how Nestlé is 

currently addressing it, what challenges and risks exist, and specific actions the company is planning to take. Nestlé 

aims to report on progress in 2025.41

Bolton Foods has a human rights policy42 and a supplier code of conduct,43 which include a commitment to creating 

favorable conditions that enable a living wage for workers in its supply chain. The company is also conducting several 

HRIAs in its seafood supply chain and ensuring a high level of civil society engagement in its human rights due 

diligence (HRDD) activities. Bolton Foods has published the first two HRIAs conducted in Ecuador and Morocco  

on June 24, 2025. 
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Where are Supermarkets Performing Well?
No company is fully implementing all components of the Human Rights and Environmental Due Diligence (HREDD) process 

at the level of best practices. However, several companies are implementing parts of the process, which represents a positive 

starting point. These efforts include: 

	à Ahold Delhaize’s publication of human rights updates in its annual report and a regular human rights report,44 which 

includes progress on its HRDD roadmap (and progress on seafood as a high-risk sector). In addition, Ahold Delhaize has 

a grievance mechanism with a safeguarding policy (which outlines safeguards for persons reporting misconduct)45 that is 

accessible for all rights holders46 which should be promoted more proactively throughout supply chains to be effective.47

	à Costco has started a process to identify the commodity and geography combinations where its salient risks are most 

likely to occur, to be followed up by developing action plans to address risks. Costco has also committed to conduct a 

Human Rights and Environmental Impact Assessment (HREIA) in Brazil.48 

	à Hy-Vee is starting to disclose information about the fishing vessels it sources seafood from, demonstrating better 

transparency, though not all national brands are currently included.49 

	à Kroger’s commitments to conduct a comprehensive gap analysis of its current human rights governance and policies, 

formulate a timebound and meaningful action plan,50 and publish three HRIAs in high-risks sectors. At the time of this 

report’s publishing, the company has published two of its HRIAs, including one on the farmed shrimp sector in India, 

which appeared to be a gender sensitive process.51 Kroger has yet to conduct a third HRIA as committed.52  

	à Target’s partnership with Better Buying53 provides a clearer understanding of how its purchasing practices affect its 

suppliers and their workers.54  

	à Walmart: In addition to embedding prohibitions on forced labor in its Forced Labor Prevention Policy and Standards for 

Suppliers, Walmart has identified tuna from Thailand and shrimp from Thailand as two of its 10 most salient human rights 

areas.  Walmart is a Co-Chair of the Seafood Task Force (STF) and the Walmart Foundation has supported research on 

electronic vessel monitoring, as well as HRDD studies on forced labor in seafood in Thailand and SE Asia.

	à Whole Foods Market’s publication of its Seafood Code of Conduct55 that focuses on specific requirements for people 

working on fishing vessels, and includes requirements for Wi-Fi on vessels.

Where Do We See Room for Improvement?
While ICCR celebrates these positive steps, significant progress is still necessary. Many companies have made commitments and 

identified impacts, but limited progress has been made to address the findings and communicate the results of actions taken. 

Based on their engagements with the companies, ICCR’s members suggest that the following additional actions be taken. 

	à To provide full transparency on its practices, Bolton needs to make the findings of its third HRIA and corresponding 

action plan public. 

	à To meet the expectations of the UNGPs, Costco needs to publish its overall HREDD process, including action plans to 

address salient risks and the findings of its Human Rights and Environmental Impact Assessment. 

	à To be in line with the expectations of the UNGPs, Kroger needs to publish its HRIA action plans, as well as the outcomes 

and lessons learned from the grievance mechanism pilot project the company implemented in response to its farmed 

shrimp HRIA.56 Kroger has committed to a third HRIA, but at the time of publishing this report, it has not yet been 

conducted or published.

https://web.archive.org/web/20250131011655/https://corporate.walmart.com/purpose/esgreport/social/people-in-supply-chains
https://www.seafoodtaskforce.global/
https://web.archive.org/web/20241107005547/https://www.ijm.org/thai-fishing-study
https://web.archive.org/web/20250218034241/https://www.ijm.org/forced-labor-southeast-asia
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	à Walmart could further its engagement by undertaking comprehensive HREDD, conducting HRIAs, and establishing 

stronger grievance reporting mechanisms to ensure its seafood supply chain is free of forced labor. In addition, Walmart 

should require and support wifi on vessels it is sourcing from and also could use its voice on the STF to align with the 

Seafood Working Group in advocating for the installation of Wi-Fi on fishing vessels, a measure that would enable 

workers to communicate with labor representatives onshore, helping to safeguard their rights and working conditions.

	à Very few supermarkets have made commitments to support free, secure, and fully accessible Wi-Fi on fishing vessels. 

	à The absence of seafood-specific due diligence or support for wifi from Amazon Fresh, despite its parent company 

already implementing these measures at Whole Foods, highlights an inconsistency within Amazon’s corporate approach 

to human rights. Aligning Amazon Fresh’s policies with Whole Foods’ recent commitments would demonstrate a more 

unified and robust corporate approach to ethical seafood sourcing. 

	à Few companies are making significant efforts to understand the impacts of their procurement on human rights and to 

bring their human rights commitments into their procurement practices.

	à Despite recent high-profile investigations of human rights abuses in the seafood sector, several companies’ grievance 

mechanisms are still only available to their own workers, rather than all rightsholders. Furthermore, no company is 
systematically disclosing the grievances it has received, and the remediation offered for harm caused.

	à Albertsons is the poorest performing supermarket of those we surveyed and has not made any commitments to address 

its human rights impacts. It has not published a human rights policy, outlined an HREDD process, or committed to 

conduct HRIAs in high-risk sectors. 
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As influential actors in the broader value chain, investors have an essential role to play in encouraging supermarkets to 

mitigate the risks of their seafood sourcing practices and pressing for stronger, more meaningful disclosure on this topic. 

With this in mind, shareholders should communicate expectations that supermarkets will:

Publish a human rights policy covering the company’s own operations and those of its entire supply chain, in compliance 

with international standards such as the International Bill of Human Rights and the UNGPs.

Publish a gender-responsive HREDD process or roadmap covering the company’s own operations and those of its entire 

supply chain, in line with the UNGPs. These processes must capture existence of hidden gender-related abuses (such as 

sexual harassment and coercion in hiring/retention and exploitation of unpaid care work) and provide regular updates about 

implementation.57 The HREDD process should include:  

	à An assessment of human rights risks and impacts through robust tools such as HRIAs to understand, identify, and 

address the adverse impacts of business practices on human rights.58 

	à Meaningful engagement with rightsholders through all phases of the HREDD process.59 

	à Publication of an action plan and ongoing communication on how the issues are being addressed.  

Ensure worker voice in the seafood sector. This would include supermarkets:

	à Developing grievance mechanisms that are accessible to all rightsholders,60 are survivor-centered,61 and provide a 

clear path to remediation.62 

	à Taking actions to remove barriers to worker representation across the supermarket’s supply chain, such as union 

busting activities and workers being unable to communicate with union representatives while at sea.63  

	à Supporting free, secure, and fully accessible Wi-Fi for workers on fishing vessels.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INVESTORS
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With climate change warming our oceans and overfishing emptying our seas, now is a crucial moment for investors to act, 

incentivizing companies in their portfolios to make the improvements to drive meaningful change in the seafood industry. 

Doing so will not only mitigate the environmental, social, legal, and reputational risks that companies and their investors face, 

but can help improve human rights practices and sustainable seafood sourcing efforts across the globe.

Questions that investors can ask companies to assess risk mitigation:

Human rights policy

	à Do you have a policy that is publicly available?

	à Do you make a strong commitment to upholding the UNGPs and to respecting all internationally recognized 

human rights standards? 

	à Are you committing to addressing the root causes of human rights issues, through collaboration and using 

your leverage with stakeholders throughout the value chain? Can you explain how? 

HREDD

	à Have you published a HREDD roadmap that addresses the nexus of the most material and salient risks in 

your seafood supply chains and analyzes the root causes of these issues?

	à Does the roadmap include meaningful and robust activities? Are you going beyond audits and including 

activities such as HRIAs? Have you included meaningful rightsholder engagement at each stage of the 

HREDD process? 

Worker voice

	à Do you have a grievance mechanism that is accessible to any stakeholder/rightsholder, and is that mechanism 

aligned with the UNGP Effectiveness Criteria? These criteria are that the non-judicial mechanism is legitimate, 

accessible, predictable, equitable, transparent, rights-compatible, a source of continuous learning and based 

on engagement and dialogue. 

	à Do you track and disclose how many grievances are filed and resolved? If yes, where is the information and if 

not, can you provide that information?

	à Do you ensure that all your suppliers have access to your grievance mechanism while encouraging them to 

establish their own?
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