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INTRODUCTION  
Forced labour in Canada’s international supply chains has become an increasingly glaring problem. This 
form of exploitation is endemic and growing in many industries around the globe.1 The seafood industry 
is one in which it has been especially well-documented, by investigative reporters as well as bodies like 
the International Labour Organization. 

In this report we examine the links between Canadian seafood imports and forced labour, the 
government’s policy response, and how Canada could better protect the rights of workers in fisheries, 
primarily by adopting a strong human rights due diligence law.   

LABOUR ABUSE IN GLOBAL 
SEAFOOD PRODUCTION  

Work in fishing is notoriously dangerous and  
often deadly.  Under typical conditions, crew on 
industrial fishing boats work long and irregular 
hours, perform physically gruelling tasks and 
handle dangerous equipment, all while facing 
the hazards of storms and other challenging 
weather conditions.  

In well-managed fisheries, risks to workers’ 
well-being and rights can be minimized 
through strong and rigorously enforced labour 
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ILO Work in Fishing Convention

In 2007 the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) established a set of 
fishing work standards under Convention 
188. These include minimum standards 
in fundamental areas such as working 
hours, rest hours and legal protection. 
Unfortunately, only 21 countries have 
agreed to implement this convention. 
Canada is not one of them. 

Ph
ot

o:
 H

or
iz

on
 Im

ag
es

/M
ot

io
n 

/ A
la

m
y

https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C188
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:11300:0::NO::P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:312333
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0308597X22004870?casa_token=WXq0Lyx2QTkAAAAA:NqGXLX0FQ68MylA2zw018Dt0Ml1eubdmGE3NTkX36hDwVyxD58OqZu133DaskElN5n-5eLmYhQ
https://aboveground.ngo


regulations, health and safety protocols, and 
fishing regulations. Many fisheries lack such 
robust controls, however, and this combined with 
the very nature of work in fishing can create an 
environment ripe for labour abuse.

Fishing vessels are mobile, isolated workplaces, 
and once at sea, a worker cannot simply refuse 
unsafe or abusive work and walk away. Ship owners 
or captains hold all the power to determine what 
workers eat, where they sleep, if they will receive 
medical attention when injured or sick, and when 
the boat will return to land. In some cases, workers 
remain at sea for years against their will.2

The industry’s heavy reliance on migrant workers, 
on ships and in processing plants, further 
compounds the risk of abuse. Migrant workers 
are often afforded weak legal protections, and are 
vulnerable to deception due to language barriers, 
unfamiliarity with local laws, and other difficulties 
of working in a foreign jurisdiction.  

Many fishery workers thus face a high risk of 
becoming trapped in forced labour, which arises 
when a worker labours under conditions they did 
not agree to, under menace of a penalty should 
they refuse the work or try to leave. It has been 
documented in fisheries around the globe. 

Many forced labour cases were reported in the 
mid-2010s, for example, by migrant workers 
from Myanmar and Cambodia employed in 
Thai fisheries.3 They were deceived into working 
under extremely poor and violent conditions, 
and often saw their wages and legal documents 
withheld — all common indicators of forced labour, 
according to the ILO. Their stories made headlines 
internationally, including in Canada, sparking a 
new awareness of “seafood slavery” for many in 
the Global North. 

Since then reforms have been undertaken in some 
fisheries aimed at ending the abuse. But stories 
of forced labour continue to emerge — among 
migrant workers in Taiwan’s distant water fisheries, 

for instance. This has spurred the U.S. to ban 
seafood originating from four Taiwanese fishing 
vessels and to add fish from Taiwan to a formal 
list of goods at high risk of being produced with 
forced or child labour.4 

Last year investigative reporters with the Outlaw 
Ocean Project exposed widespread forced 
labour in China’s fishing fleet, the largest in the 
world, and in its seafood processing industry. Past 
workers interviewed by the reporters said they had 
witnessed or suffered routine malnourishment, 
injury, threats and violence aboard the ships, 
with captains often refusing workers’ requests 
to disembark for urgently needed medical 
attention. The reporters also point to evidence that 
thousands of Uyghur and North Korean workers 
have been forced to work in seafood processing 
plants on China’s coast.
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What about farmed seafood?

Unfortunately, forced labour can also be 
found in fish and seafood farming. It has 
been reported in India’s farmed shrimp 
industry, for example, a major supplier 
of inexpensive shrimp to global markets. 
Corporate Accountability Lab (CAL) has 
documented widespread abuse across 
the industry, including debt bondage, 
hazardous working conditions, child labour 
and sexual harassment. Shrimp produced 
under such abusive conditions has been 
reportedly sold in the U.S. by dozens of 
retailers, brands and restaurant chains. 
Some of these companies operate in 
Canada as well, raising concern that this 
shrimp may also be entering the Canadian 
market.

https://theconversation.com/canada-lags-behind-on-efforts-to-address-human-rights-abuses-in-seafood-supply-chains-220022
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@declaration/documents/publication/wcms_203832.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/nestle-seafood-thailand-1.3331127
https://laborrights.org/sites/default/files/publications/Taiwan 2024 Comments Concerning the Ranking of Taiwan by the United States Department of State TIP Report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5810dda3e3df28ce37b58357/t/662fdc4aebe0a96a43f7e29e/1714412623492/Hidden+Harvest.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ilab/child_labor_reports/tda2021/2022-tvpra-list-of-goods-v3.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ilab/child_labor_reports/tda2021/2022-tvpra-list-of-goods-v3.pdf
https://www.theoutlawocean.com/investigations/china-the-superpower-of-seafood/
https://www.theoutlawocean.com/investigations/china-the-superpower-of-seafood/a-fleet-prone-to-captive-labor-and-plunder/
https://www.theoutlawocean.com/investigations/china-the-superpower-of-seafood/the-uyghurs-forced-to-process-the-worlds-fish/
https://www.theoutlawocean.com/investigations/china-the-superpower-of-seafood/the-north-koreans-behind-global-seafood/
https://aboveground.ngo


CANADA’S SEAFOOD IMPORTS 
TAINTED BY ABUSE

Canada has a significant domestic seafood sector, 
but what many Canadians may not realize is that 
this sector is largely for export. Almost 80 percent 
of the seafood sold in Canada is imported, with 
imports valued at $4.61 billion in 2021. 

Canada imports significant volumes of seafood 
from industries considered high-risk for forced 
labour — the shrimp industry in India, for instance,5 
as well as tuna fisheries in the Pacific and Indian 
oceans.6

Beyond this, we also know that Canada is 
importing seafood supplied by companies 
accused of either using forced workers in their 
own seafood harvesting or processing operations, 
or sourcing from other suppliers that do. 

Canned tuna sold in Canada under the brand 
Clover Leaf is one example. Clover Leaf Seafoods 
is owned by and sources most of its tuna from 
Taiwanese company Fong Chun Formosa (FCF). In 
2022 Greenpeace reported that FCF was sourcing 
tuna from more than twenty vessels that had 
employed forced workers, among other illegal or 
destructive practices.7 This includes one vessel, 
the Da Wang, whose catch is banned from U.S. 
importation, and whose captain and first mate 
have been indicted on forced-labour-related 
charges.

More recently, the Outlaw Ocean investigation 
revealed that seafood sold in Canada can be 
traced back to dozens of Chinese fishing vessels 
or seafood processors that have allegedly used 
forced workers. These findings are detailed in a 
searchable tool on the Outlaw Ocean website, 
which displays the links between reported 
abuse by specific Chinese companies and their 
customers around the globe. 

More than twenty Canadian seafood importers 
are listed as having sourced from Chinese vessels 
or plants where forced labour is reportedly used. 
These importers in turn supply dozens of retailers 
across the country, including some of Canada’s 
largest grocery chains. 

The links between imported seafood and labour 
abuse are rarely this clear, however. Companies 
selling imported seafood in Canada are not 
required to track or report where or how the food 
was caught — details that could provide some 
insight into risk of human rights abuse.8 

Forced labour in Canadian seafood 
production

Unfortunately, buying Canadian seafood 
is no guarantee of forced-labour-free 
production. Canada’s seafood processing 
industry employs many migrant workers 
through the Temporary Foreign Workers 
Program. This program severely restricts 
workers’ rights and has been called “a 
breeding ground for contemporary forms 
of slavery” by a United Nations special 
rapporteur. Participants working in seafood 
plants have reported overcrowded 
housing and poor living conditions, unpaid 
overtime, excessive work hours and a power 
imbalance that makes them vulnerable to 
illegal practices. 
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CANADA’S POLICY RESPONSE

The Canadian government’s response to abuse in 
our seafood supply chains has been very limited, 
and focused largely on increasing transparency 
rather than accountability. 

https://www.nationalobserver.com/2023/10/20/news/canada-needs-curb-its-import-export-swap-make-seafood-sustainable
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/ea-ae/economic-analysis/Canada-Fish-Seafood-trade-commerce-poisson-fruits-de-mer-eng.html
https://www.cloverleaf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Canadian-Reporting-Document-Final.pdf
https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-eastasia-stateless/2022/09/2a3caec4-online-version-en-fakemycatch.pdf
https://www.cbp.gov/trade/forced-labor/withhold-release-orders-and-findings
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2022/04/22/2003777029
https://www.theoutlawocean.com/investigations/china-the-superpower-of-seafood/bait-to-plate/importers/
https://tfwmaritimes.ca/pdf/Unfree_Labour-TFWMARITIMES-NB-2023.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/slavery/sr/statements/eom-statement-canada-sr-slavery-2023-09-06.pdf
https://tfwmaritimes.ca/pdf/Unfree_Labour-TFWMARITIMES-NB-2023.pdf
https://aboveground.ngo


In 2019, the government committed to 
developing a “boat-to-plate seafood traceability 
program,” something that civil society groups 
have long advocated for. Years later, however, 
the government has not followed through. It has 
also signaled that under the eventual program 
importers will not likely be required to track their 
seafood back to the country it came from let alone 
the boat.9  

More recently, the government supported the 
adoption of the Fighting Against Forced Labour 
and Child Labour and Supply Chains Act. This 
law requires large companies to merely publish 
reports describing steps they have taken, if any, to 
address such abuse in their supply chains.

Canada has adopted one legal provision that 
would in theory require a company buying seafood 
produced by forced workers to actually change its 
practices. Since July 2020, it has been prohibited 
under Canadian law to import any goods made 
with forced labour. Similar provisions are in force or 
planned in the United States, Mexico and the EU. 
Unfortunately, the Canadian prohibition has gone 
almost entirely unenforced. The government has 
promised legislation to strengthen this prohibition, 
and moreover to “eradicate” forced labour in 
Canadian supply chains, but has revealed few 
details of what it is planning. 

This policy response has left Canadians largely 
in the dark about the seafood they consume, 
and left brands at the top of the supply chain 
unaccountable for worker abuse. As other 
jurisdictions ramp up efforts to weed out labour 
abuse in fishing, the proportion of seafood 
tainted with forced labour coming to Canada 
could increase as these products are diverted 
from other markets. 

MANDATORY DUE DILIGENCE AS A 
PATHWAY TO ENDING THE ABUSE 

No single solution will end the use of forced 
labour in global seafood production. A 
comprehensive strategy is needed. An essential 
component, however, must be corporate 
accountability at all tiers of the supply chain. 
There should be a means to hold responsible a 
seafood company that sources from a supplier 
it knows is using forced workers, and takes no 
meaningful steps to end the abuse. 

A mandatory human rights due diligence 
law would make this possible, and a detailed 
model for this has already been developed for 
Canada by the Canadian Network on Corporate 
Accountability (CNCA). Legislation based on this 
model, the proposed Corporate Responsibility to 
Protect Human Rights Act, was tabled in Parliament 
in 2022 as Bill C-262.

The law would require that companies exercise 
due diligence — i.e., all reasonable care — to guard 
against any human rights violations they may cause 
or contribute to outside Canada, through their own 
activities or their business relationships. This means 
taking careful, rigorous action aimed at preventing, 
identifying and remedying instances of abuse.

These obligations would be enforceable through 
the courts. Companies could, for example, face 
lawsuits challenging whether they are doing 
enough to prevent or stop abuse carried out 
by their suppliers. The law would thus open a 
critical new path for workers to hold to account 
companies at the top of the supply chain, in 
seafood or any other sector. 
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https://aboveground.ngo/submission-to-parliament-corporate-reporting-bill-s-211/
https://aboveground.ngo/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Enforcing-Canadas-forced-labour-import-prohibition-May2024.pdf
https://budget.canada.ca/2024/report-rapport/anx3-en.html
https://cnca-rcrce.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/2021-05-31-The-Corporate-Respect-for-Human-Rights-and-the-Environment-Abroad-Act-May-31-2021.pdf
https://www.parl.ca/legisinfo/en/bill/44-1/c-262
https://www.parl.ca/legisinfo/en/bill/44-1/c-262
https://aboveground.ngo


Enforcing due diligence: a hypothetical case under Bill C-262

To understand how a strong human rights due diligence law like Bill C-262 would work in practice, 
consider this hypothetical scenario. 

Suppose a Canadian seafood brand imports tuna from a company using forced workers on its ships. The 
workers are migrants trapped in their jobs by debt bondage, confiscation of their passports, and violence 
and threats from ship captains.   

Under the new law, the affected workers10 might file legal action against the Canadian importer, arguing 
that it was failing to uphold its due diligence obligations by ignoring abuses committed by its supplier. 
They could ask the court to order that the importer take any action likely to help end the abuse or prevent 
its recurrence. For example, they could request court orders compelling the company to 
• demand specific reforms from the supplier in question; 
• set a strict deadline by which these reforms must be implemented; and
• write into all of its supplier contracts a clause prohibiting fee-based recruitment, to ensure future 

workers will not be held in debt bondage. 

The plaintiffs in such a case could also ask the court to find the importer liable and order that it 
compensate them for harms they have suffered. To defend against liability, the company would have to 
show not only that it made efforts to prevent such harms, but that it made all reasonable efforts to do so.

RECOMMENDED REFORMS

Canada must adopt significant reforms to play its 
part in international efforts to end worker abuse 
in seafood supply chains. Here we highlight 
five measures that we believe to be critical, 
and that align with recommendations made by 
many Canadian civil society actors including 
academics.11   

The Canadian government should: 

• introduce or support the adoption of a 
mandatory human rights and environmental 
due diligence law that would make companies 
liable for reckless supply chain decisions and 
facilitate remedy for those harmed; 

• improve enforcement of Canada’s import ban 
on goods made with forced labour, including by 
publicly reporting details of enforcement efforts; 

• ratify ILO Convention 188, the Work in Fishing 
Convention, and urge other countries to do 
likewise;

• in trade deal negotiations, insist on 
requirements for environmentally and socially 
sustainable seafood production; and

• implement a true boat-to-plate traceability 
program for seafood sold in Canada, with 
requirements that companies disclose how, 
where, and aboard which vessel all seafood was 
caught.  

Above Ground works to ensure that companies based in Canada or supported by the Canadian state respect 
human rights and the environment worldwide. It is a project of MakeWay, a national charity that builds 
partnerships and solutions to help nature and communities thrive together.
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Endnotes
1 The International Labour Organization estimates that as of 2021, 28 million people were trapped in forced 

labour worldwide — up from 25 million in 2016, 21 million in 2012, and 12.3 million in 2005.

2 See cases reported by Human Rights Watch and the Environmental Justice Foundation.

3 These workers’ stories are documented in reports by the International Labour Organization, Human Rights 
Watch and the Environmental Justice Foundation, among others.

4 See U.S. actions described in The Maritime Executive. Three of these U.S. import bans — against the Da 
Wang, Yu Long No. 2 and Lien Yi Hsing No 12 vessels — remain in place as of August 2024.

5 Canada imports more shrimp from India that any other country, according to Globe and Mail reporting.

6 For an overview of systemic worker abuse in these fisheries and its link to tuna overfishing, see the report 
Canned Brutality by the International Human Rights Clinic at Harvard Law School.

7 Clover Leaf’s U.S.-based affiliate Bumble Bee Foods recently faced a lawsuit alleging that its claims of  “fair 
and responsible working conditions” in its supply chain were deceptive given its ongoing sourcing of 
tuna from FCF. Bumble Bee settled the suit by agreeing to remove such claims from its website and other 
marketing platforms.

8 Canada requires that the labels on imported fish identify only the country where it “was last substantially 
transformed, for example, filleted or frozen,” and companies aren’t required to track or disclose harvest 
methods. This makes it difficult or impossible to assess environmental or human rights risks for much of 
Canada’s imported seafood, according to SeaChoice and Oceana Canada.

9 In 2022 the government provided a statement responding to lawmakers’ recommendations for the 
program. It noted its “acknowledgement” rather than “support” for most recommendations, including a 
recommendation that it require companies to verify the origin and legality of imported seafood. It stated 
that any new labelling requirements were “not being considered.”

10 People other than those directly harmed could also take legal action against a company under this law, 
provided they raise a serious issue, present a reasonable case and have no conflict of interest. See section 
10(3) of Bill C-262.

11 Support for such measures among scholars, legal professionals and civil society organizations has been 
documented by Oceana Canada, the Canadian Network on Corporate Accountability and Above Ground.
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https://www.ilo.org/publications/major-publications/global-estimates-modern-slavery-forced-labour-and-forced-marriage
https://www.ilo.org/resource/news/40-million-modern-slavery-and-152-million-child-labour-around-world
https://www.ilo.org/resource/news/21-million-people-are-now-victims-forced-labour-ilo-says
https://www.ilo.org/resource/news/ilo-releases-major-new-study-forced-labour-says-more-12-million-are-trapped
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/01/23/hidden-chains/rights-abuses-and-forced-labor-thailands-fishing-industry
https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF-Thailand-Seafood-Slaves-low-res.pdf
https://webapps.ilo.org/dyn/migpractice/docs/184/Fishing.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/01/23/hidden-chains/rights-abuses-and-forced-labor-thailands-fishing-industry
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/01/23/hidden-chains/rights-abuses-and-forced-labor-thailands-fishing-industry
https://ejfoundation.org/resources/downloads/EJF-Thailand-Seafood-Slaves-low-res.pdf
https://maritime-executive.com/article/cbp-continues-crackdown-on-forced-labor-on-the-high-seas
https://www.cbp.gov/trade/forced-labor/withhold-release-orders-and-findings
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-outlaw-ocean-india-seafood-plants/
https://bloomassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Canned-brutality.pdf
https://globallaborjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/GLJ-ILRF-v.-Bumble-Bee-Foods-LLC-Complaint-FILED.pdf
https://www.intrafish.com/legal/canned-tuna-giant-bumble-bee-removes-claims-it-has-a-fair-and-safe-supply-chain-from-website-as-part-of-lawsuit-settlement/2-1-1425833
https://inspection.canada.ca/en/food-labels/food-fraud/fish-labelling-and-traceability/requirements
https://www.seachoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Seachoice-Taking-Stock-Report-June-7.pdf
https://oceana.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/24/untraceable.pdf
https://www.ourcommons.ca/content/Committee/441/FOPO/GovResponse/RP11983333/441_FOPO_Rpt05_GR/DepartmentOfFisheriesAndOceans-e.pdf
https://www.parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/44-1/bill/C-262/first-reading
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