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The FLA Student Committee is a platform to offer students enrolled at affiliated colleges
and universities an opportunity to learn about social responsibility and connect with others
who share similar interests. This year, select student committee members chose to write
articles about social responsibility and human rights. This collection of their articles is the
second issue of the Student Committee Journal. FLA is excited to provide a platform
through which students may share their ideas and opinions about protecting and promoting
workers’ rights. Share your feedback and questions with FLA at services@fairlabor.org. 

F O R E W O R D

Disclaimer
The views expressed in the Student Committee Journal are those of the students writing in
their personal capacities, and the writers stand by the accuracy of their submissions. Opinions
expressed in the articles are the authors’ own and do not necessarily reflect the views of Fair
Labor Association or the academic institutions where the students are enrolled. 

Fair Labor Association (FLA) has approximately 140
affiliated colleges and universities across North America.
Students are an essential part of this relationship because
on campuses everywhere, they are some of the most
passionate and vocal defenders of workers’ rights. 
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ACTIONS TO PROTECT HOME-
BASED WORKERS IN APPAREL
SUPPLY CHAINS

Home-based workers (HBWs) fa l l  into the
category of  typical ly  informal  workers who
are vita l  to most apparel  supply chains yet
are most at  r isk of  suffer ing human r ights
violat ions.  Home-based work is  important
and should not be eradicated.  Rather ,
appropriate protect ions should be created
so these workers can continue to
contr ibute to their  households,  society,  and
the economy whi le benefit ing from a
steady income, socia l  security ,  and safe
work environment.   

Home-Based Workers:  Who Are They? 
HBWs are individuals  contracted (most
often indirect ly)  by entrepreneurs,
factor ies ,  or  f i rms to produce goods in or
near their  homes for local ,  domestic ,  or
global  markets.  Currently ,  there are about
260 mi l l ion HBWs in the world,  of  which
57% are women and 86% are in developing
and emerging markets.  Large apparel  f i rms
often outsource production to cut costs
and maximize prof its .  Typical ly ,  these
workers are paid menial  amounts per piece
and are unable to sel l  the f inished products
themselves.  Payments are often delayed by
months.  

BY: KATIA CARRADY

Most taxing,  HBWs must cover workplace,
equipment,  e lectr ic ity ,  and supply costs out
of pocket.  

Why Home-Based Workers Are at  Risk 
HBWs face a disproport ionate amount of
r isk.  Most l ive in developing and emerging
markets ,  and with jobs in incredibly high
demand,  HBWs are easi ly  replaceable and
thus have no bargaining power.  The ethics
of their  working condit ions are further
exacerbated by a lack of  enforceable
contracts .  Apparel  f i rms tend to execute
short-term contracts with their  suppl iers ,
meaning suppl iers themselves are reluctant
to hire permanent employees.  

In addit ion,  suppl iers are pressured by
brands to produce orders on short  notice
and constantly cut production costs .  A
study conducted by the Internat ional  Labor
Organizat ion ( ILO) surveyed 1,454
suppl iers for  mult i-nat ional  enterprises
(MNEs)  from 87 countr ies .  52% of suppl iers
s ign contracts to produce goods at  a loss.
Unfortunately for HBWs, this  dr ives the
demand for unpaid overt ime which keeps
wages low. 

Photo Credit :  Shel ly  Han

https://www.wiego.org/informal-economy/occupational-groups/home-based-workers
https://www.wiego.org/informal-economy/occupational-groups/home-based-workers
https://www.wiego.org/blog/worlds-most-vulnerable-garment-workers-arent-factories-and-global-brands-need-step-protect
https://www.wiego.org/blog/worlds-most-vulnerable-garment-workers-arent-factories-and-global-brands-need-step-protect
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Furthermore,  suppl iers are incentivized to
restr ict  worker organizat ion and col lect ive
bargaining,  which increases the r isk of
human r ights violat ions by further pushing
HBWs into the realm of invis ibi l i ty .   

Examining al l  these trends together
explains why HBWs in lower- income
countr ies are prone to increasingly
devastat ing human r ights violat ions.
However,  home-based work should not be
eradicated,  as i t  would cause even more
harm to workers ’  l ivel ihoods.  Rather ,
apparel  f i rms should focus on creat ing
protect ions for HBWs in their  supply chains
in a way that reduces the r isk of  human
rights violat ions whi le a lso protect ing their
r ight to work.  

Why Home-Based Workers Should Be
Protected  
Home-based work is  a  v ita l  resource for
cit izens of  lower- income countr ies for
mult iple reasons.  As previously mentioned,
57% of HBWs are women.  Home-based
work is  important to these women because
it  a l lows them to complete their  domestic
responsibi l i t ies such as taking care of
chi ldren,  cooking,  and cleaning.  For those
who l ive outside of  urban areas,  home-
based work offers an affordable way to
work without requir ing a commute.  I t  a lso
enables women who are barred from
working in publ ic  spaces due to cultural
and rel ig ious norms to part ic ipate in the
labor market.  

Home-based work benefits  the general
publ ic  as wel l .  HBWs are tasked with 

buying their  own suppl ies .  As a result ,  they
have power as economic agents to
contr ibute to their  local  economies by
paying taxes on basic infrastructure
services and purchasing raw materia ls .
S ince HBWs do not have to commute,  the
environment benefits  from reduced
emissions and congest ion.  Final ly ,  home-
based work provides older workers with
opportunit ies to help keep their  households
out of  extreme poverty,  s ince factor ies do
not tend to hire workers above a certain
age.  Apparel  companies should take proper
measures to protect HBWs from human
rights violat ions whi le st i l l  a l lowing them
to be economic agents.   

How Firms Can Protect Home-Based
Workers 
Various organizat ions have created
recommendations and guidel ines for how
global  businesses can improve working
condit ions for HBWs. Two of the strongest
examples are the ILO’s C177 Home Work
Convention and the Organizat ion for
Economic Cooperat ion and Development’s
(OECD) Guidel ines for Mult inat ional
Enterprises.  To help f i rms implement these
due di l igence recommendations,  the OECD
has issued a guide for the garment and
footwear sector with a step-by-step
process to help ensure they operate and
source responsibly.  For instance,  the OECD
recommends a structured gr ievance
mechanism that meets OECD cr iter ia  for
“ legit imacy,  accessibi l i ty ,  predictabi l i ty ,
equitabi l i ty ,  and transparency.”   

Although it  is  no smal l  feat  to reevaluate 

https://www.wiego.org/garment-workers
https://www.wiego.org/home-based-workers-new-kind-isolation
https://www.wiego.org/informal-economy/occupational-groups/home-based-workers
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C177
https://mneguidelines.oecd.org/guidelines/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/governance/oecd-due-diligence-guidance-for-responsible-supply-chains-in-the-garment-and-footwear-sector_9789264290587-en
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an internat ional  f i rm’s operat ional  model ,  i t
wi l l  a id in dr iv ing long-term growth by
stabi l iz ing i ts  business model  against  socia l
trends.  Firms ought to implement these
pract ices so the apparel  supply chain can
f lourish whi le s imultaneously helping
HBWs do the same.

This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.



STUDENT COMMITTEE JOURNAL PAGE 04

WORKER SURVEILLANCE DURING
COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has had many
effects on businesses,  including an increase
in the prevalence of working from home.
Working from home has been viewed
extremely favorably by employees.  In fact ,
at  the beginning of the pandemic,  a lmost
60% of Americans preferred working
remotely.  However,  whi le the issue of
consumer pr ivacy has been increasingly
important in recent years ,  this  hasn’t  been
the case for employee pr ivacy.  Worker
survei l lance has only increased s ince the
beginning of the pandemic and poses a
potentia l  threat to workers ’  r ights .  

Market research f irm Gartner reports that
survei l lance used by large employers has
doubled to 60% since the beginning of the
pandemic.  Common pract ices include
monitor ing emai ls  for  their  subject l ines,
content,  and potentia l  profanity.
Survei l lance software can also col lect
socia l  media act iv ity ,  recordings of
employees’  desktops,  search history,
pr ivate conversat ions on messaging tools ,
and data from computer microphones and
cameras.   

BY: SARAH CUSANO

There are few restr ict ions on how
employers can use survei l lance technology
to monitor their  workers.  The Internat ional
Labour Organizat ion publ ished guidel ines
on protect ing workers ’  data in 1997,  but
there is  no recent guidance or binding
regulat ion appropriate for the advanced
technologies used at  work today.  In
addit ion,  whi le a l l  workers may be subject
to survei l lance,  some are part icular ly
vulnerable to i t .  This  includes women,  low-
income workers ,  people of  color ,  and those
working in the informal  sector .   

Rights at  Risk 
There are several  human r ights impacts
that companies ’  legal  teams,  compl iance,
and corporate socia l  responsibi l i ty
departments should be acutely aware of .
The most obvious impact is  a  reduction in
privacy.  Employers must have a just if ied
reason to gather certain types of  personal
data from their  employees;  otherwise,  they
are in jeopardy of v iolat ing one’s  r ight to
privacy.  

Employers often use survei l lance
technology to make personnel  decis ions

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/05/business/pandemic-work-from-home-coronavirus.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/04/15/employee-privacy-is-at-stake-as-surveillance-tech-monitors-workers.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/09/24/remote-work-from-home-surveillance/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/08/20/work-from-home-computer-monitoring/
https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/the-human-rights-impacts-of-workplace-monitoring-technology
https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/the-human-rights-impacts-of-workplace-monitoring-technology
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/05/business/pandemic-work-from-home-coronavirus.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/08/20/work-from-home-computer-monitoring/
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about who is  performing wel l  and who
needs to be let  go.  However,  using
survei l lance data to make these decis ions
r isks discr iminat ion.  For example,  some
employees may need to leave their  desks
more often for health reasons,  rel ig ious
obl igat ions,  or  chi ldcare (which the
pandemic has made especial ly  diff icult  for
working parents) .  Therefore,  a  capable
employee may be inappropriately penal ized
for an otherwise val id reason for them to
step away from their  workspace.   

Violat ions of  informed consent are an
especial ly  concerning issue.  Some
employers ,  especial ly  those in the informal
economy, may neglect to notify their
employees of  survei l lance or the r ights that
they possess in the event of  survei l lance.
This  can result  in disproport ionate
infr ingement of  the human r ights of
vulnerable individuals .

Business Impacts 
Work from home survei l lance creates
signif icant r isk for companies,  as there is  a
f ine l ine between pr ivacy compl iance and
violat ions.  Infract ions can result  in lawsuits
and/or bad publ ic ity for  the business.
Therefore,  i t  is  in companies ’  best  interests
to promote a workplace culture founded on
transparency and trust  rather than
contr ibuting to a power imbalance between
the employer and employees.   
 
Intense survei l lance may also negatively
impact employee sat isfact ion and
productivity.  I f  employees do not feel  that
they are trusted or that their  r ights are at  

r isk ,  they wi l l  have less incentive to do
their  best  work.  Employers should be
transparent in their  monitor ing by making
sure to disclose what data they are
col lect ing and for what purpose.
Otherwise,  they r isk low talent retention
and worker morale.
 
The possibi l i ty of  human r ights violat ions
warrants the need for act ionable guidance
and regulat ion on worker survei l lance,
especial ly  in the t ime of COVID-19.  Unti l
more init iat ives address the issue (such as
Business for Social  Responsibi l i ty) ,
companies must be hypervigi lant about
their  survei l lance and consider the deeper
reasons why they feel  compel led to
conduct such invasive supervis ion.  I f  i t  is
because of a lack of  trust  or  productivity ,
they may need to reevaluate their  team
dynamics and the company culture they
have created.  

This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.

https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/the-human-rights-impacts-of-workplace-monitoring-technology
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/08/20/work-from-home-computer-monitoring/
https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/the-human-rights-impacts-of-workplace-monitoring-technology
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IMPLICATIONS OF THE EU’S
MANDATORY DUE DILIGENCE
REPORTING MANDATE 

In March 2021,  the European Union (EU)
passed a resolut ion cal l ing on the European
Parl iament to outl ine legis lat ion for
mandatory due di l igence report ing in
supply chains.  This  would be the f i rst  EU-
wide mandatory report ing legis lat ion of i ts
kind.  Unti l  now, much of the report ing on
supply chains has been voluntary or
issue/region specif ic .  Voluntary human
rights due di l igence (HRDD) as we know it
today was conceptual ized in 2011 with the
publ icat ion of the UN Guiding Pr inciples on
Business and Human Rights.  I t  has
histor ical ly  employed tools  such as factory
audits ,  contracts ,  and codes of  conduct.
The inherent weakness of  this  system was
laid bare by the COVID-19 pandemic when
hundreds of  internat ional  c lothing brands
canceled orders ,  leaving factor ies to cover
the costs .  This  squeeze was passed onto
workers in the form of overnight factory
shutdowns,  non-payment of  wages,  and the
near decimation of a sector that had kept
mil l ions from poverty and starvat ion.  One
could argue that i f  HRDD had been
effect ive,  many of the outcomes we saw
play out would not have occured.  

BY: NAILA KARAMALLY  

Impact of  Metrics 
Mandatory report ing benefits  workers as
wel l  as businesses.  When businesses are
forced to disclose and transparency is
required,  there is  inherent pressure to
measure,  evaluate,  and improve condit ions.
Without a standard set of  metr ics an
organizat ion is  direct ionless in identifying
what needs to be improved,  where there
are opportunit ies to do so,  and what are
the greatest  mater ia l  r isks.  Metr ics dr ive
investment decis ions with potentia l
impacts on corporate fundrais ing,  capital
avai labi l i ty ,  cost  of  capital ,  and share pr ice.
It  is  now commonly understood that just  as
companies that report  on their  act iv it ies
are saying something to their  investors and
customers,  companies that do not report
are a lso sending a message.  

How is  this  Different? 
There has been s imi lar  HRDD report ing
legis lat ion in the past ,  l ike the Dutch Chi ld
Labor Due Di l igence Law, which requires
companies sel l ing goods and services to
Dutch consumers to determine whether
chi ld labor is  present in their  supply chains.  

https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.amfori.org/sites/default/files/amfori-2020-26-02-Dutch-Child-Labour-Due-Diligence-Law.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
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I f  chi ld labor is  found,  companies must
immediately create a plan for correct ive
act ion and issue a due di l igence statement
on their  invest igat ion and remediat ion plan.
This  legis lat ion is  not only narrow in
geography but a lso l imits  report ing
act iv it ies to chi ld labor,  leaving out
violat ions such as forced labor and bonded
labor.  

Another piece of nat ional  legis lat ion to
adopt a comprehensive approach was the
2017 French law on “duty of  v ig i lance” ,
which requires a l l  French companies with
more than 10,000 employees worldwide to
undertake due di l igence act iv it ies with
entit ies they control ,  suppl iers ,  and
contractors .  

Companies that do not fulf i l l  this  obl igat ion
are l iable for f inancial  damages and
sanctions.  The legis lat ion outl ines
requirements such as r isk mapping,  regular
r isk assessment procedures,  monitor ing and
alert  mechanisms,  and the creat ion of an
art iculated prevention plan.  

Management and Misal ignment 
The European Parl iament (EP) ’s  statements
focus on due di l igence report ing
throughout the entire value chain,  but i t  is
st i l l  not c lear how most EU companies wi l l
accompl ish this ,  g iven relat ionships and
general  v is ibi l i ty usual ly  only extend to
Tier  One suppl iers .   This  presents a r isk as
most ser ious human r ights violat ions
happen further upstream and downstream
in the value chains and involve Tier  Two
and Tier  Three partners.  

The Off ice of  the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
has cr it ic ized the EP’s  model  as incomplete
as i t  separates a due di l igence strategy
from “the identif icat ion and assessment
process needed in order to determine
whether an undertaking is  or  may be
causing,  contr ibuting to,  or  direct ly l inked
to actual  or  potentia l  adverse impacts” .  

The OHCHR has a lso cr it ic ized the EU for
not placing a strong enough emphasis  on
leverage.  The United Nations Guiding
Principal  (UNGP) 19 on Leverage states,
“The use of  leverage is  key to preventing
and mit igat ing adverse impacts identif ied
through human r ights due di l igence
process” .  Leverage is  a  powerful  tool  in
addressing and mit igat ing against  ser ious
human r ights r isks.  The OHCHR
recommends that the EP place more
emphasis  on the need for companies to
intentional ly  seek out ways to enhance and
exercise their  leverage as part  of  any r isk
mit igat ion strategy.  

There needs to be a larger space for
negotiat ion between al l  re levant
stakeholders when craft ing due di l igence
pol ic ies .  This  includes a more central  role
for trade unions and civi l  society
organizat ions (CSOs) .  Trade unions and
CSOs can provide support  and aid in vita l
areas such as socia l  dia logue systems,
helping central ize a r ights-based approach,
and leveraging models that br ing
tradit ional ly  divergent part ies together.  

https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/frances-duty-of-vigilance-law/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Business/ohchr-recommendations-to-ec-on-mhrdd.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Business/ohchr-recommendations-to-ec-on-mhrdd.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Business/ohchr-recommendations-to-ec-on-mhrdd.pdf
https://globalnaps.org/ungp/guiding-principle-19/
https://globalnaps.org/ungp/guiding-principle-19/
https://globalnaps.org/ungp/guiding-principle-19/
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What’s  Next for  the United States 
The United States (US)  has a lways lagged
behind the European Union on mandatory
due di l igence report ing.  Pr ior  US init iat ives
have been state-based,  such as the
Cal i fornia Transparency in Supply Chains
Act in 2012,  which requires certain
Cal i fornia based companies to publ ic ly
disclose their  efforts  to eradicate human
traff icking and modern s lavery in their
operat ions.  The law helps Cal i fornia
consumers join the f ight against  labor
abuses by giving them access to
information about retai lers ’  and
manufacturers ’  supply chain act iv it ies .
There are currently no nat ional  human
rights or  environmental  due di l igence
report ing requirements,  but the Securit ies
and Exchange Commission is  expected to
come out with guidel ines within the next
year.  A mandatory direct ive wi l l  leave many
US companies struggl ing to understand
their  value chains in a push to comply with
report ing requirements.  

Mandatory HRDD report ing is  steadi ly
gaining tract ion due to an increased
interest  in upstream and downstream
supply chain act iv it ies and publ ic
disclosures.  Report ing offers an
organizat ion s ignif icant benefit  for
operat ions,  capital  considerat ions,  and
stakeholder communicat ions.  The EU’s
mandate is  the most far-reaching socia l
report ing direct ive to date but wi l l  not be
the last .  US companies looking to leverage
the benefits  of  publ ic  disclosures must
begin establ ishing the groundwork for
mandatory report ing by engaging in robust
voluntary report ing.  

This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.

https://oag.ca.gov/sites/all/files/agweb/pdfs/sb657/resource-guide.pdf
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/frances-duty-of-vigilance-law/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/frances-duty-of-vigilance-law/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/frances-duty-of-vigilance-law/
https://www.skadden.com/insights/publications/2022/01/2022-insights/regulation-enforcement-and-investigations/sec-expected-to-introduce-host-of-new-rules-in-2022
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/frances-duty-of-vigilance-law/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/frances-duty-of-vigilance-law/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/frances-duty-of-vigilance-law/
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THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 AND
SOCIAL MEDIA ON UNION
APPROVAL RATINGS

Labor union membership has been
consistently decl ining across the United
States (US)  s ince the 1960s.  However,
recent studies have shown that unions
could be on the r ise.  Whi le approximately
one-third of  US workers were union
members in the 1960s,  union membership
fel l  to one in ten workers as of  2015.  In
recent years ,  approval  for  labor unions has
been at  a 56-year high.  A Gal lup pol l  done
in 2021 found that 68% of Americans
approve of unions and 77% of adults  ages
18–34 approve of unions.  In the face of
these stat ist ics ,  what has changed in recent
years to boost approval  rat ings for unions,
and wi l l  approval  rat ings continue to r ise? I
bel ieve that both workers '  d isenchantment
with the American dream and the younger
generat ion's  use of  socia l  media were two
key factors in r is ing approval  rates.  These
two factors could a lso increase union
membership rates in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic.  

Disenchantment with the American Dream 
During the COVID-19 pandemic,  we should
not be surprised that workers ’  idea of  the
American Dream has shifted,  or  they have
opted out of  the idea entirely .    

BY: SOPHIA KING 

During the pandemic,  employees were
forced to r isk their  l ives due to insuff ic ient
personal  protect ive equipment to perform
their  jobs that earned them minimum wage,
whi le the corporat ions they worked for far
exceeded their  year ly prof its ,  and
executives worked from the safety of  their
homes.  Many employers chose not to or
were unable to provide certain workplace
protect ions such as personal  protect ive
equipment (PPE)  and COVID-19 tests due
to shortages of  PPE,  which would l ikely
disproport ionately impact employees that
were not represented by a union and had
fewer protect ions in the workplace.  This
lack of  protect ion for employees
undoubtedly contr ibuted to the "Great
Resignation,"  where a record 4.5 mi l l ion
resigned from their  posit ions in 2021.
Many workers were angry and resentful
that they were expected to r isk their  l ives
to go to a job where they were unprotected
from COVID-19 to barely make a l iv ing
wage.

A 2002 law review art ic le theorized that
the consistent decl ine in union membership
since the 1960s could be due to the US’
culture of  work:  "Unionizat ion…is a matter

https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2015/02/23/385843576/50-years-of-shrinking-union-membership-in-one-map
https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2015/02/23/385843576/50-years-of-shrinking-union-membership-in-one-map
https://news.gallup.com/poll/354455/approval-labor-unions-highest-point-1965.aspx
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2021/09/06/gallup-poll-finds-support-labor-unions-rising-under-biden/5747309001
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hpb20210428.863621/full/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2021/12/27/omicron-covid-test-shortage-fauci
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2022/01/04/great-resignation-number-people-quitting-jobs-hit-record/9083256002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2022/01/04/great-resignation-number-people-quitting-jobs-hit-record/9083256002/
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/bclr/vol43/iss2/2/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2021/09/06/gallup-poll-finds-support-labor-unions-rising-under-biden/5747309001/
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of col lect ive act ion.  The dominant
American self- image,  in contrast ,  is
squarely grounded in the cult  of  the
individual… Americans popular ly view
unions as reserved for the ' lower c lass . '
S ince most Americans,  whether by hard
work or good luck,  plan not to be part  of
that lower-class someday,  union
membership is  symbol ic  of  opting out of
the American Dream."  I  bel ieve the
resentment that many workers feel  from
being mistreated by their  employers
through the pandemic could be enough to
topple the idea that unions are "anti-
American Dream.”  How could lower- income
workers '  perception of the American Dream
not be impacted after  real iz ing that their
hard work may not earn their  fami l ies a
better l i fe but instead leave their  chi ldren
as orphans?
  
Social  Media as an Educational  and
Organizational  Tool
COVID-19 st irred up anger and resentment
among many service- industry workers.  This
f ire ,  i f  harnessed correct ly ,  could spur
many into act ion to unionize their  own
workplaces and demand more from their
employers.  I  bel ieve that socia l  media could
harness that power and posit ively impact
union membership in the years to come.  

Research shows that younger generat ions
spend excessive amounts of  their  day on
social  media apps.  Gen Z spent an average
of 4.1 hours per day on socia l  media apps
in the third quarter of  2020,  and
Mil lennials  spent an average of 2.5 hours
per day on socia l  media in the third 

quarter of  2020.  Many people have found
sol idar ity and empowerment through
connections to others who worked in
unsafe working condit ions during the
pandemic.   

Socia l  media apps l ike TikTok have
disseminated information regarding unions
and workers ’  r ights .  Hashtags such as
"#labort iktok,"  "#workersr ights ,"
"#laborunion,"  "#unions,"  and
"#workersoft iktok" garner TikTok videos
thousands of  v iews where they discuss
current labor union issues and current
campaigns.  Some TikTok accounts are
dedicated to helping people understand
how to unionize and what the National
Labor Relat ions Board (NLRB) requires to
be recognized.  They also offer  t ips
regarding what non-unionized workplaces
can do to st i l l  receive some of the same
protect ions through the NLRB and updates
on current union campaigns.  These
accounts are r is ing in popular ity .  The
American Federat ion of Labor and Congress
of Industr ia l  Organizat ions’  TikTok account
currently has 15,000 fol lowers and has
accumulated almost half  a  mi l l ion l ikes on
their  content.  The r is ing popular ity of
these accounts shows that socia l  media
apps could have a large impact on workers
in their  efforts  to unionize.  The pandemic
gave employees the anger and frustrat ion
to demand more from their  employers ,  and
I  expect approval  rates of  unions to
continue to increase as a result .  I  bel ieve
channel ing workers '  anger through tools
l ike socia l  media wi l l  cause membership
rates to increase as wel l .

https://www.wri.org/blog/2020/05/coronavirus-fair-transition-fossil-fuel-workers
https://www.businessofapps.com/news/gen-z-are-spending-more-time-in-finance-and-shopping-apps-during-q3-2020/
https://www.gwi.com/reports/millennials
https://www.gwi.com/reports/millennials
https://vm.tiktok.com/TTPdrt2ssg/
https://www.tiktok.com/@aflcio
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This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.
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CONDUCTING DUE DILIGENCE
ON SUSTAINABILITY
CERTIFICATIONS 

The Current Landscape
From the past  few decades of  seemingly
innumerous sweatshop scandals  to the
increasingly gr im cl imate change reports ,
the publ ic  has been repeatedly thrown into
shock over the pervasiveness of  these
issues in the world around them. With
social  media use r is ing,  these shocks have
only gotten more frequent and the idea of
a broken world more sol idif ied.

Consumers have decided,  however,  that
they can use their  role in the market to
demand change.  As concepts l ike “carbon
footprint”  and “ethical  consumption”
continue to make their  way into everyday
language,  consumer demand for products
made under sustainable and socia l ly
responsible condit ions has skyrocketed.  A
report  by the Economist  Intel l igence Unit
found that g lobal ly  there was a “71% r ise in
the popular ity of  searches for sustainable
goods” between 2015 and 2020.  The
market for sustainably produced goods has
expanded to the publ ic  as the concern over
cl imate change grows increasingly
important across the world.  

BY: KETNA KOLAKALURI   

In addit ion,  Generat ion Z makes up 40% of
the market share in the United States and
55% of them make a conscious effort  to
purchase products from ethical  companies.

That said,  i t ’s  easy to see why companies
have responded to such demand by
f looding the market with an array of
environmental  and socia l ly  responsible
labels .  According to a study by the
European Commission,  “76% of a l l  the
products assessed in shops contained an
environmental  c la im,  i .e . ,  a  message or
suggest ion that a product ,  or  i ts  packaging,
has certain environmental  benefits .”   With
such high demand for ethical  and eco-
fr iendly products ,  companies that show
proof of  their  products meeting those
requirements have a greater chance of
attract ing buyers.  As a result ,  sustainabi l i ty
cert i f icat ions are no longer relegated to a
few products in high-end grocery stores
located in wealthy area codes but are
increasingly seen on rows of products in
the stores of  average shoppers.  The
dramatic r ise in demand for products
cert if ied with such labels  has created an

https://www.climateaction.org/news/wwf-huge-rise-in-demand-for-sustainable-goods-during-pandemic
https://trisparkmedia.com/2021/04/27/how-to-market-to-gen-z-statistics-to-help-you-better-understand-them/
https://nrf.com/research/uniquely-gen-z
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/environmental-claims-non-food-products_en
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inf lux of  new cert if icat ions developed by
various stakeholders including pr ivate
companies,  non-prof it  organizat ions,  and
governments.  Now consumers must look
upon rows of products f i l led with
unrecognizable labels  using differ ing
regulat ion standards to make a decis ion.

The Chal lenge for  Consumers
To the average consumer,  sustainabi l i ty
labels  only suggest that a product is
vaguely environmental ly  or  socia l ly
responsible.  To add to the confusion,  each
of these labels  can have vast ly different
requirements and cert i f icat ion processes.
As a result ,  there are mult iple labels
“ensuring” the protect ion of a specif ic  issue
(e.g.  biodiversity)  but some of them are
superior  due to str icter  requirements and
more r igorous ver if icat ion processes.
Labels  can easi ly  mis lead consumers into
thinking a product is  more environmental ly
or socia l ly  responsible than it  real ly  is .  In
an internat ional  sweep of websites
focusing on environmental  c la ims,  the
Internat ional  Consumer Protect ion
Enforcement Network found that 40% of
websites were using mis leading
environmental  c la ims by using vague
“green” language to descr ibe products
without any explanation,  ut i l iz ing labels
from unaccredited organizat ions,  or  hiding
damaging information about the company
to make it  seem more environmental ly
fr iendly.

With al l  the confusion,  lack of
transparency,  and the increase in
awareness of  “greenwashing,”  consumers
have begun to distrust  labels .  

What product or  service does the claim
cover?  A c la im doesn’t  a lways ensure
the entire production process of  a
product is  sustainable.  Sometimes the
claim only appl ies to the packaging of a
product ,  and sometimes i t  appl ies to the
entire company.   

What type of  c laim is  being made? Not
al l  sustainabi l i ty c la ims on products are
cert if icat ions with requirements that
need to be met before earning the label .
The cla im could be a company receiving 

A Food Think study on consumer trust  in
the food industry in the United States
found that 24% of consumers don’t  trust
companies to do the r ight thing.  In terms of
sustainabi l i ty c la ims specif ical ly ,  a  study by
the Just ice and Consumers department of
the European Commission found that 44%
of consumers don’t  trust  green cla ims and
that customers have a diff icult  t ime
differentiat ing self-declarat ions and
accredited third-party labels .

Guidance for  Conducting Due Dil igence
The rel iance on cert i f icat ions to ensure
environmental  and socia l  responsibi l i ty
makes i t  a l l  the more important that
consumers are aware of how to evaluate
cert if icat ions.  Fortunately ,  there exist
many resources to support  customers in
this  process.  Internat ional  Socia l  and
Environmental  Accreditat ion and Label l ing
( ISEAL)  Al l iance offers guidance on
researching labels  in their  “Chal lenge the
Label”  in it iat ive.  According to ISEAL,
consumers should ask themselves four
quest ions about the c la im.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/global-sweep-finds-40-of-firms-green-claims-could-be-misleading
https://f.hubspotusercontent20.net/hubfs/5331321/FoodThink%20WP%20PDFs/SignalTheory_FoodThink_TrustinFood.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/environmental-claims-non-food-products_en
https://www.isealalliance.org/
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What sustainabi l ity attr ibutes does the
claim cover? “Sustainabi l i ty”  as a term
has become synonymous with
environmental ism, but the word was
original ly  intended to broadly
encompass socia l ,  economic,  and
environmental  sustainabi l i ty .  Socia l
sustainabi l i ty focuses on human welfare
such as labor r ights ,  economic
sustainabi l i ty focuses on long-term
economic growth,  and environmental
sustainabi l i ty focuses on preserving
natural  resources.  Consumers should be
able to determine which of these three
components a sustainabi l i ty c la im is
related to.  

How is  the claim verif ied?  This  is
arguably the most important quest ion
for consumers to answer as a c la im can
sound sat isfactory based on al l  the
quest ions above but st i l l  be
untrustworthy i f  i t  is  not properly 

 

Perhaps the biggest indicator ISEAL
provides as to whether a c la im is  credible is
that i t  should not be hard for consumers to
f ind c lear ,  up-to-date answers to these
quest ions.  However,  researching each
quest ion for every label  can be t ime-
consuming,  regardless of  whether the label
is  credible.  This  is  where indices l ike the
EcoLabel  Index can help consumers.  The
EcoLabel  Index has a database of 455
sustainable labels  and provides a general
descr ipt ion,  the managing organizat ion,  and
the verif icat ion process for each label .  This
resource al lows consumers to learn how
credible a label  is  in a short  amount of
t ime.  They can ut i l ize the index whi le at
the store.  As the demand for sustainable
products r ises and new labels  are created
to meet that demand,  credible
cert if icat ions wi l l  p lay an increasingly
important role in conveying valuable
information to consumers.  Responsible
consumers should stay educated on what
makes a cert i f icat ion credible and use the
tools  avai lable to them to quickly pick out
credible labels  that ensure the products
they’re buying are changing the world for
the better .

This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.

an award for sustainabi l i ty or  donating a
percentage of the prof it  from a product
to an issue related to sustainabi l i ty .  But
even within cert i f icat ions with
requirements,  some cert if icat ions are
more r igorous than others.
Cert if icat ions may only have one
requirement or may only be given to top
performers in a certain sustainabi l i ty
category.  They may also t ier  rankings in
cert if icat ion such as bronze,  s i lver ,  and
gold,  or  letter  grades.  In this  case
customers may have to do extra
research to determine what
requirements each ranking represents.

ver if ied.  Beyond just  determining
verif icat ion status,  consumers should
also research how a c la im is  ver if ied.  
Claims can be ver if ied through self-
assessment,  an interested party,  or
third-party.  A third-party ver if icat ion is
always best as i t  is  more l ikely to be
unbiased.  

https://www.isealalliance.org/challenge
http://www.ecolabelindex.com/
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MOVING FORWARD: IN-PERSON,
VIRTUAL,  AND HYBRID FACTORY
AUDITS IN THE CHANGING WORLD  

In March 2020,  the world as we knew it
changed forever.  As the COVID-19
pandemic raged,  not only did we see
overwhelmed hospitals ,  school  c losures,
and a r is ing death tol l ,  but we also saw the
world fa l l  into the deepest recession s ince
World War I I .  Al l  over the globe,  factor ies
shut down, off ices moved onl ine,  and
supply chains faced large disruptions.
Amidst a l l  of  this ,  growing concerns for the
health and safety of  workers began to
emerge — and for good reason.  Suddenly
deemed “essentia l , ”  factory workers were
expected to keep showing up for work
despite the r isks of  exposure.  Jobs that
were dangerous to begin with suddenly
became deadly.  And to make things even
worse,  many of the regulatory agencies
responsible for assessing factory condit ions
began suspending in-person audits .  As a
result ,  agencies were forced to offer
extensions on cert i f icates and l icenses —
some of which lasted up to a year .  At f i rst ,
these extensions were seen as a short-term
solut ion,  but s lowly i t  became clear that
COVID would not disappear as quickly as
we had al l  hoped.  With t ime,  companies
began implementing virtual  audit ing 

BY: ARABELLA WALLEY 

pract ices,  many of which remain to this
day.

While some bel ieve that virtual  audits  have
made it  easier  for  factor ies to fa ls i fy
compl iance,  there is  a lso a growing
consensus that technology may solve some
of the problems that even in-person audits
have fai led to address.  To gain a better
understanding of where we're headed,  this
art ic le wi l l  address the advantages and
disadvantages of  both virtual  and in-person
audit ing pract ices.  S ince both methods are
f lawed,  this  art ic le wi l l  a lso comment on
the potentia l  of  hybrid models of  in-person
and tech-led remote audits ,  which may be
the happy medium necessary to assure a
workplace free of  hazards,  harassment,  and
abuse.

Although in-person audits  have been the
dominant form of workplace regulat ion for
decades,  there is  s ignif icant research that
indicates they do l i tt le  to improve working
condit ions over t ime.  Crit ics  say that audits
can quickly turn into superf ic ia l  “t ick-box
exercises”  that grant companies stamps of
approval  without addressing workplace

Photo Credit :  Shel ly  Han

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/06/08/covid-19-to-plunge-global-economy-into-worst-recession-since-world-war-ii
https://isealalliance.org/sites/default/files/resource/2020-09/Auditing-Response-Covid19_ASI_09-2020.pdf
https://delta87.org/2020/12/promise-limits-remote-monitoring-addressing-forced-child-labour/
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/mrcbg/programs/cri/files/workingpaper_24_locke.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/aug/28/factory-audits-how-they-work-and-what-they-reveal
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/aug/28/factory-audits-how-they-work-and-what-they-reveal
https://www.wiego.org/blog/worlds-most-vulnerable-garment-workers-arent-factories-and-global-brands-need-step-protect
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violat ions.  S imply put ,  audits  only give a
“snapshot”  look into the routine pract ices
of a certain factory.  Even if  the auditors
are aggressive and meticulous in their
efforts to uncover the truth,  factory
managers often succeed in hiding
violat ions.  Especial ly  i f  they are notif ied
about inspections beforehand,  factory
managers have been known to unlock exit
doors and tel l  their  chi ld laborers not to
show up for work that day.  Yet with no
other a lternat ive to monitor ing factory
condit ions,  in-person audits  are st i l l  useful
for remedying obvious violat ions.  For
example,  in-person interviews and t imecard
inspections that do not a l ign with the
manager ’s  bookkeeping can shed l ight on
various violat ions.  Discoveries l ike this  do
lead to progress,  especial ly  when brands
terminate contracts with factor ies that
refuse to change.  Although far  from
perfect ,  in-person audits  are better than no
audits  at  a l l .

For this  reason,  the skeptic ism behind
virtual  audits  is  understandable.  Without
the abi l i ty to take in sounds,  smel ls ,
temperature,  or  even the facia l  expressions
of workers ,  v irtual  audits  appear even less
impactful  than in-person audits .  In
part icular ,  v irtual  audits  require a strong
internet connection and good equipment,
which may not be avai lable in very rural
areas.  Moreover,  without auditors
physical ly  present inside the factory,  i t  is
even easier  for  factory managers to hide
violat ions.  Unfortunately ,  through a
computer screen,  i t ’s  not a lways c lear to
the auditor whether they are looking at  l ive
or prerecorded footage.

It ’s  a lso much harder to read body
language,  and it ’s  l ikely that the factory
manager has curated the tour to best hide
violat ions.  Yet factory tours and employee
interviews are only half  the vis it .  Most
audits  have a data col lect ion component
where companies gain access to
management reports ,  f inancial  reports ,
inventory,  permits ,  etc.  In this  case,  v irtual
audits  are incredibly useful ,  as  data can be
made quickly accessible without requir ing
an auditor to travel  halfway across the
globe.  This  saves companies t ime and
money,  and has a lso incentivized companies
to perform more regular  inspect ions,
especial ly  s ince the pandemic has brought
about addit ional  health and safety
concerns.

On a more posit ive note,  v irtual  audits
have also given r ise to new social  impact
technology geared towards making audits
more proact ive and effect ive at  identifying
violat ions.  In the f ie ld of  corporate socia l
responsibi l i ty (CSR) ,  this  type of
technology can range from mobi le apps to
complex software — always with the goal  of
improving workers ’  l ives.  According to
Delta 8.7 ,  a  g lobal  knowledge platform
working to el iminate forced labor,  chi ld
labor,  and human traff icking,  “Social  impact
technology can also increase the
consistency and comparabi l i ty of  data,
which may,  in turn,  provide better and
more accurate information on how labor
condit ions change over t ime.”  Moreover,
there are currently new apps being
developed to upl i ft  the voices of  workers ,
such as Apprise Audit  — an app that can be
downloaded direct ly onto workers ’  phones.  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/aug/28/factory-audits-how-they-work-and-what-they-reveal
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/aug/28/factory-audits-how-they-work-and-what-they-reveal
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/02/business/global/superficial-visits-and-trickery-undermine-foreign-factory-inspections.html
https://www.fairlabor.org/accountability/assessments/
https://www.fairlabor.org/accountability/assessments/
https://washingtonmonthly.com/2008/04/01/confessions-of-a-sweatshop-inspector/
https://nature.berkeley.edu/orourke/PDF/OutSourcingReg-PSJ.pdf
https://isealalliance.org/sites/default/files/resource/2020-09/Auditing-Response-Covid19_ASI_09-2020.pdf
https://learningcenter.sourceintelligence.com/supply-chain-audits-virtual-audits-vs.-facility-audits
https://committee.iso.org/files/live/sites/tc176/files/documents/ISO%209001%20Auditing%20Practices%20Group%20docs/Auditing%20General/APG-Remote_Audits.pdf
https://committee.iso.org/files/live/sites/tc176/files/documents/ISO%209001%20Auditing%20Practices%20Group%20docs/Auditing%20General/APG-Remote_Audits.pdf
https://committee.iso.org/files/live/sites/tc176/files/documents/ISO%209001%20Auditing%20Practices%20Group%20docs/Auditing%20General/APG-Remote_Audits.pdf
https://learningcenter.sourceintelligence.com/supply-chain-audits-virtual-audits-vs.-facility-audits
https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#iso:std:iso:21378:ed-1:v1:en
https://delta87.org/2020/12/promise-limits-remote-monitoring-addressing-forced-child-labour/
https://delta87.org/2020/12/promise-limits-remote-monitoring-addressing-forced-child-labour/
https://delta87.org/2020/12/promise-limits-remote-monitoring-addressing-forced-child-labour/
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This a l lows employees to f i l l  out
anonymous surveys about working
condit ions off-s ite and without fear of
retal iat ion.  Avai lable in mult iple languages,
this  app also helps br idge language
barr iers ,  which histor ical ly  have been an
issue during on-site interviews.

While there are many great ideas currently
circulat ing in the CSR f ie ld,  socia l  impact
technology is  not a s i lver bul let  solut ion.  In
the case of  Apprise Audit ,  i t  is  st i l l  d iff icult
to ver ify that respondents are actual ly
workers or  guarantee that employees
haven’t  been pressured to answer the
quest ions dishonest ly .  To address this
drawback,  many brands have resorted to
hybrid models of  in-person and tech-led
remote audits .  This  is  the most logical
solut ion because technology is  not yet at  a
place where i t  can el iminate al l  workplace
risks without human supervis ion.
Furthermore,  hybrid audits  combine the
best elements of  both virtual  and in-person
pract ices.  Not only can companies save
time and money through virtual  data
col lect ion,  but they can also conduct more
rel iable in-person audits  (as opposed to
virtual )  to address any mistreatment.
Although we are nowhere near
guaranteeing safe working condit ions,
there is  hope that through new technology
and human effort ,  we can create solut ions
that protect the l ives and wel l-being of
workers.  
 
This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.

https://audit.apprise.tools/privacy
https://delta87.org/2020/12/promise-limits-remote-monitoring-addressing-forced-child-labour/
https://delta87.org/2020/12/promise-limits-remote-monitoring-addressing-forced-child-labour/
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ELECTRONIC WASTE RECYCLING

In the Basel  Convention of 1989,  189
countr ies were party to an agreement that
outlawed the internat ional  transfer of
hazardous waste;  the United States was not
one of these countr ies .  The Basel
Convention was a response to the r is ing
hazardous waste exports of  industr ia l ized
countr ies and is  an internat ional  treaty that
protects nat ions vulnerable to the wi l l  and
bargaining power of  countr ies with greater
inf luence.  The most troublesome form of
hazardous waste is  e lectronic waste,  or  e-
waste.  I t  has increased in volume each
decade along with the r ise in consumer
demand for electronics.  In high-income
countr ies ,  h igh labor costs and str ingent
regulat ions on hazardous waste disposal
encourage the exportat ion of e-waste to
lower- income countr ies with less regulated
markets.  In these countr ies ,  informal
recycl ing sectors thr ive off  the lucrat ive
business of  extract ing precious metals
within electronics.  

However,  act iv ists  and scholars worry that
the workers ,  surrounding communit ies ,  and
local  environments experience disastrous
harm. 

BY: CHRISTOPHE WASSMER  

My analysis  of  this  industry explores the
health and environmental  r isks associated
with e-waste recycl ing fol lowed by the
economic opportunit ies in this  industry.  I
wi l l  then consider some chal lenges present
in moving the industry forward and look
toward possible solut ions,  including
increased responsibi l i ty for  g lobal
technology companies and governments.  

Risks for  Workers and the Environment   
In the best c ircumstances,  recycl ing
workers mit igate the health r isks with face
masks,  g loves,  and goggles.  Unfortunately ,
as l i tt le  as 25% of e-waste is  recycled in
these protected condit ions.  Unprotected
workers—who are often women and
chi ldren— can develop cancer ,  infect ions,
bl indness,  neurological  disorders ,  and
shortened l i fespans.  The lack of  proper
equipment at  informal  recycl ing s ites has
severe environmental  consequences as wel l
as health r isks.  To extract  the precious
metals ,  workers either burn the hardware
or drop them in open-pit  acid baths.  At
formal  recycl ing faci l i t ies ,  the hazardous
substances found in electronics such as 

http://www.basel.int/?tabid=4499
https://ourworld.unu.edu/en/toxic-e-waste-dumped-in-poor-nations-says-united-nations
https://ourworld.unu.edu/en/toxic-e-waste-dumped-in-poor-nations-says-united-nations
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
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arsenic ,  lead,  mercury,  and beryl l ium oxide
are properly disposed of in order to l imit
the harm to the surrounding environment.
At e-waste dumpsites,  hazardous
substances pol lute the air  and seep into the
soi l .  I f  toxins reach waterways,  they can
eventual ly  poison communit ies
downstream. Currently ,  the average l i fe
cycle for most electronics is  four to f ive
years.  This  means that in half  a  decade the
precious metals  extracted from the natural
world are ushered into new markets as
discarded electronics.  Our natural  reserves
cannot sustain the current levels  of
consumption;  they are draining into pi les of
waste and causing the metals ’  pr ice to r ise.   

Economic Opportunit ies  
In many e-waste recycl ing communit ies ,  the
economic incentives associated with this
industry are dr iv ing communit ies to
overlook the environmental  and health
r isks.  Because of the shr inking supply of
natural  resources,  recyclers have an
opportunity prof it  from e-waste,  but the
high labor costs and str ingent
environmental  regulat ions have kept US
recyclers from ful ly  enter ing the market.
Now, a gold mine l ies inside mounds of
undesired electronics ,  deemed unfit  to be
reused or refurbished.  The precious metals
laced and embedded into the hardware are
r isky to extract ,  but research shows that
recycl ing can be 13 t imes more prof itable
than tradit ional  mining.  Recycl ing
businesses in lower- income countr ies are
incentivized to continue without changing
as shipping e-waste overseas is
substantia l ly  cheaper than recycl ing in the
country of  or ig in.   

Toward Solutions:  Overcoming Chal lenges
to Move the Industry Forward   
The biggest chal lenge facing the industry is
the lack of  data on the i l legal ly  exported e-
waste;  the f inal  dest inat ion of 70% of e-
waste is  unreported or unknown. In 2016,
the Basel  Act ion Network (BAN),  an
advocacy group at  the frontier  of  data
col lect ion on e-waste,  found that the US
exports 40% of their  e-waste,  Canada 16%,
and the European Union 6%, but other
sources report  rates much higher than that .
BAN also identif ies and reports which
recyclers are export ing e-waste i l legal ly .
Unti l  now, the lack of  transparency within
which recyclers operate was a s ignif icant
hurdle in consumer-based intervention.  To
overcome this  chal lenge,  there needs to be
increased industry transparency.    

Another chal lenge is  the lack of  legis lat ion
incentiviz ing recycl ing at  the source.  BAN
notably cr it iques the US’  negl igence
towards the act ions of  recyclers .  The US
needs to implement legis lat ion l ike that
found in the EU which expl ic it ly  prohibits
the export  of  e-waste.  Changing consumer
behavior is  important as wel l .  In some
countr ies ,  52% of the populat ion keep their
old mobi le phones rather than recycl ing
them. Electronic turnover rates could be
minimized through programs l ike a deposit-
refund system which require a deposit  upon
purchasing an electronic device that would
be returned once the electronic has been
properly disposed of .  I f  legis lat ion was
combined with the implementat ion of a
deposit-refund system that would
incentivize consumers to recycle their
electronics ,  i t  could drast ical ly  reduce the 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7246830/
http://www.basel.int/Implementation/Ewaste/Overview/tabid/4063/Default.aspx#:~:text=E%2Dwaste%20is%20categorized%20as,according%20to%20the%20Basel%20Convention.&text=These%20precious%20and%20heavy%20metals,source%20of%20secondary%20raw%20materials
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2018/08/27/growing-e-waste-problem/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
http://wiki.ban.org/images/1/17/ScamRecyclingContinuesUpdate_2.pdf
http://wiki.ban.org/images/1/17/ScamRecyclingContinuesUpdate_2.pdf
http://wiki.ban.org/images/8/8b/Export_of_e-Waste_from_Canada_-_A_Story_as_Told_by_GPS_Trackers.pdf
http://wiki.ban.org/images/8/8b/Export_of_e-Waste_from_Canada_-_A_Story_as_Told_by_GPS_Trackers.pdf
http://wiki.ban.org/images/f/f4/Holes_in_the_Circular_Economy-_WEEE_Leakage_from_Europe.pdf
http://wiki.ban.org/images/f/f4/Holes_in_the_Circular_Economy-_WEEE_Leakage_from_Europe.pdf
http://wiki.ban.org/images/f/f4/Holes_in_the_Circular_Economy-_WEEE_Leakage_from_Europe.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214999614003208#bib10
http://www.brsmeas.org/?tabid=4332&blogId=5192
http://www.brsmeas.org/?tabid=4332&blogId=5192
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issue of data and e-waste exports from the
US.  Whi le act iv ists  wait  for  the US
government to act ,  entrepreneurs have
developed safer a lternat ives to
conventional  recycl ing methods.  These
alternat ives combine the electronics with
microbes and fungi  in vats in a process
cal led bioleaching,  which transforms the
metals  into a soluble and extractable form.
Recycl ing faci l i t ies that use these
processes require complex machinery and
large upfront investments,  but they are
safe enough to be placed in c ity centers
without r isk of  contamination.  This
technique has been tested in Austral ia  and
Finland where these processes recycle
electronics local ly .   

Even when al l  proper measures are taken,
e-waste dumpsites in lower- income
countr ies wi l l  l ikely persist .  I f  efforts  to
recycle e-waste local ly  are administered in
concert  with internat ional  investments into
these communit ies to improve their
disposal  and remediate their  environment,
these communit ies would be compensated
for the sacr if ices they have made serving
as the world’s  e-waste management.  

In the meantime,  the most benefic ia l
change for workers would be for the
electronics manufactur ing industry to make
extract ing precious metals  easier .  For now,
these global  technology manufacturers
have no economic incentive to make the
recycl ing process easier ,  but increased
corporate environmental  awareness
suggests that there is  hope.  

Governments and global  technology
manufacturers must take act ion to be
transparent about and cut down on e-waste
exports .  Global  technology manufacturers
can do so through their  manufactur ing
processes whi le governments can apply
more str ingent legis lat ion to recyclers .  In
the meantime,  we must support  the world’s
e-waste management communit ies .
Act iv ists  suggest that educational  programs
wil l  improve safety condit ions and l imit  the
negative impacts on workers but there is  a
need for addit ional  research on the agency
of workers in the informal  recycl ing
industry.  Hopeful ly ,  further studies wi l l
continue to highl ight the necessity for
governments and corporat ions to take
act ion.   

This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3908467/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4yGPm1U7U6s
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ARTIST NOTES

In many countr ies ,  chi ldren are forced or
deceived into working in gruel ing
condit ions for measly pay — if  any pay at
al l .  These chi ldren are often part  of  the
supply chains of  the phones we use and the
clothes we wear,  so consumers have a
responsibi l i ty to advocate for the end of
these egregious pract ices.

Chi ld labor,  including traff icking,  may be a
r isk for companies outsourcing the
manufactur ing of  their  products to
countr ies with less str ict  labor laws.
Factories work with subcontractors and
raw materia l  suppl iers to make their
products ,  and it  is  often within these
lower,  hidden t iers of  the supply chain
where chi ld labor and forced chi ld labor
may occur.  Thus,  many global  supply chains
are at  r isk of  using chi ld labor.  The
Internat ional  Labor Organizat ion est imates
that 5.5 mi l l ion chi ldren are in forced labor
worldwide.

My paint ing “Angel  Annie” is  a  colorful
angel  surrounded by black text and
imagery.  The devi l  horns around the word
“family”  i l lustrate the real i ty that chi ldren
are often traff icked by their  own parents ,
creat ing an even greater obstacle to 

ADITYA MADUPUR

heal ing.  Surrounding Annie with symbols of
traff icking acknowledges the darkness of
the issue,  whi le the colorful  Annie
represents hope.

A vita l  way to decrease chi ld traff icking is
to support  organizat ions that work to end
it ,  l ike the Internat ional  Just ice Mission,
Polar is  Project ,  and many others.
Consumers can help by donating to
organizat ions working to tackle these
issues or recogniz ing the s igns of
traff ickers .  In addit ion,  organizat ions l ike
Fair  Labor Associat ion offer  tools  and
resources for companies to prevent abusive
labor in their  supply chain.  Companies
should map their  supply chains and conduct
due di l igence to prevent chi ld labor,
including traff icking,  at  a l l  levels .
Individuals  can also ask government
off ic ia ls  to enact legis lat ion that prevents
chi ld traff icking.  Together ,  we can help end
chi ld exploitat ion.

This  art ic le  was prepared by i ts  author .  I ts
content  does not  const itute the v iews of  FLA.

https://humantraffickinghotline.org/resources/child-labor-trafficking-united-states
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move to DC to pursue a career in foreign
service or work for the United Nations.  
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