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MEETING MINUTES 

Issara Institute Strategic Partners Briefing 

Research Report Roll-Out and Strategic Planning: Not in the Same Boat: Prevalence 
and Patterns of Labour Abuse Across the Diverse Thai Fishing Industry 

7 March 2017, London, British Retail Consortium, 1.30pm – 5.30pm 

 

Attendees:  Isabelle Aelvoet (Mars Petcare), Estelle Brennan (Lyons Seafood), Ally Dingwall 
(Sainsbury’s), Dominique Gautier (Sea-Farms), Andy Hickman (Tesco), Helen McTaggart (Marks 
& Spencer), Clare Norman (Waitrose), Lisa Rende Taylor (Issara Institute), Kathryn Smith 
(Walmart), Josh Stride (Independent Consultant), Mark Taylor (Issara Institute), and Emma van 
Dam (Issara Institute). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Issara Institute’s Executive Director, Lisa Rende Taylor, began by welcoming the group and presenting 
the agenda for the afternoon. The objective of the meeting was laid out as presenting the findings of 
Issara Institute’s latest research study, Not in the Same Boat: Prevalence & Patterns of Labour Abuse 
Across the Diverse Thai Fishing Industry, to Strategic Partners, and to develop a joint plan regarding 
actions that could be taken by Issara business partners and Issara, to address the documented issues 
of debt bondage, illegal overwork and underpay, and trafficking in the Thai fishing sector.  Issara 
Institute’s research has not yet been publicly disseminated, however, a hard-copy confidential version 
of the report was shared with Strategic Partners in advance of the session for review. 

 

SUMMARY OF METHODS AND KEY FINDINGS 

Over the course of 2016, Issara Institute conducted an epidemiologically based study into trafficking 
in the Thai fishing industry, interviewing 260 current and former Burmese and Cambodian fishermen 
across five provinces in Thailand. The fishermen reported on their various work experiences over the 
course of the past five years, which amounted to details on a total of 424 jobs from March 2011 – 
August 2016. The following key findings were summarized in the presentation, and can be found in 
the report’s Executive Summary as well as in the body of the report: 

o Illegal overwork and underpay: 74.2% of respondents reported working at least 16 hours per day, 
despite the fact that the legal maximum is 14 hours per day (with appropriate rest).  Only 11% 
received the legal minimum wage of 9,000 Baht/month – average pay was 5,957 Baht/month. 
96.1% reported having to work OT regularly, but only 3.8% reported ever receiving OT pay. 

o Violence: 18.1% of fishermen experienced physical abuse, many related to new recruits; this was 
even higher on the sub-sample of pair trawlers where 29.4% are physically abused. Workers were 
found to be 70 times more likely to be abused if there were also Thai general crew on board. 

o Human Trafficking: 37.9% were clearly trafficked + 49.2% possibly trafficked using conservative 
indicators for determining what amounts to trafficking. Only 12.9% were not exploited. 78.9% had  
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been registered in pink card process but only 11.2% had their original card in-hand; the remaining 
88.8% had severely restricted freedom of movement. 

o Debt Bondage: 76% of fishermen had experienced debt bondage, with the majority being in debt 
to the vessel owner and not brokers, as is often assumed to be the case. Overall, the prevalence 
of physical violence was a lot lower than expected, with various forms of debt bondage now acting 
as the predominant form of control.  

o Differences by vessel type: Human trafficking was found to be 11 times more likely to occur on 
trawlers, as compared with purse seine vessels. Working hours were all illegally high on average 
– from 15.6 hours/day on pair trawlers to 16.2 hours/day on purse seiners and 16.5 hours/day on 
single trawlers. Physical abuse was found to be highest on pair trawlers – 1 in 3, as compared 
with sample average of nearly 1 in 5 (29.4% vs 18.1%). This was significantly lower on purse seine 
vessels– 13.5%. The average reported monthly wage lowest by far was found on pair trawlers: 
4,718 Baht/month (US$135).  

 

COMMENTS & FEEDBACK ON RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 It was discussed how government officials (as well as the global media) focus on old-
fashioned signs of trafficking, which are primarily physical in nature (bruises, fetters, physical 
violence). Trafficking looks different in this day and age, particularly in an environment of 
severe labour shortage, where it makes no sense for employers to physically harm or murder 
workers.  

 In comparing the findings from this research with previous research by the International 
Labour Organization and Chulalongkorn University in 2012, which found only 16.9% of 
respondents to have been victims of forced labour, it was discussed that the ILO/Thai 
Government research did not use a representative sample.  Instead, it relied on a snowball 
sampling scheme where officers of local fisheries associations facilitated data collection, 
resulting in bias, under-sampling of key groups such as undocumented fishers and long-haul 
fishers, and possibly intimidation. There was also “negotiation” on the final findings and 
figures between the ILO and the Thai Government. One participant also raised the fact that 
there were a number of researchers involved in the study who were known to question the 
methods and key findings of the study.  

 If government inspectors or auditors ever directly interview fishermen, they are likely to be net 
supervisors and not regular crew, as the net supervisors are most likely to be the only 
fishermen who can speak Thai, and inspectors and auditors rarely bring independent 
interpreters to interview men in a ‘safe space.’  Government inspection and audit results are 
thus usually false positives with regard to labour. 

 Thai government policies such as the requirement that workers obtain a permission letter 
from their employer before being able to move to a new employer are highly problematic.  It is 
clear that employers will be reluctant to provide their employees with resignation letters when 
the labour shortage is so severe, whether or not they are exploitative, and can use this as a 
means of control.  

 There was some discussion around the higher rate of exploitation on trawlers; reasons behind 
this finding are detailed in the report’s Chapter 3.  In summary, purse seine boats spend far 
less time at sea (1-7 days) compared with trawlers, and fishermen on these purse seiners 
therefore have better access to assistance. Purse seine crews are also larger (~30 people),  
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and captains may find it easier to control workers on trawlers where crews are often made up 
of only 5-10 Burmese or Cambodian. The cash value of trawler catch is less than for purse 
seine vessels, and the longer distances travelled by trawlers means higher fixed costs for 
things like fuel. It is therefore possible that labour is one of the first places where trawler 
captains will look to cut costs.  

 It is interesting that some fishermen who received illegally low wages felt they were 
experiencing “okay” working conditions. This is indicative of widely accepted low standards 
across the industry by foreign migrant workers desperate to make their situation work, and 
the importance of law enforcement and regulators doing their job and upholding the 
standards of the law proactively, rather than waiting for disenfranchised foreign workers to 
make complaints to Thai-speaking authorities.  Government arguments such as “see, there 
are no problems...if there were, why aren’t we receiving thousands of complaints?” should be 
understood in this context.  

 

VESSEL AUDITS AS A MEANS OF ADDRESSING LABOUR RISK 

Global brands and retailers still rely on audits for identifying labour risks to a large extent. At vessel 
level, audits (in particular the UL audits associated with the Seafood Task Force) are increasingly 
becoming a part of the requirements pushed by buyers. Issara shared a number of perspectives from 
the field regarding the effectiveness of vessel audits as conducted to date. In recent months, vessel 
owners and fishermen have shared the following perspectives:   

 Audits are poorly done in terms of getting to labour issues –for example, auditors asking boat 
captains “have you trafficked any of these fishermen?” and making vessel owners feel judged 
in a negative light from the start.  Even boat captains are critiquing the methods and questions 
of these audits, and asking auditors, “Shouldn’t you be asking these questions of the 
fishermen?” 

 Experiences and views of migrant fishermen are poorly represented – it has been reported 
that usually there is no interpreter accompanying the Thai auditor, so only fishermen who can 
speak Thai (a rarity, and likely a net supervisor if so) are interviewed. 

 Interviewing fishermen in an audit is not “worker voice” – it’s simply interviewing fishermen 
in an audit, which is also not a “safe space.”  

 Vessel owners have significant bargaining power against the feedmills in that the raw material 
that they are selling is very valuable and in limited supply. Thus, Thai seafood exporters and 
feedmills forced to “burden” vessel owners with these new audits are now limiting the amount 
of further collaboration they are willing to request – for example, for collaboration on Issara 
worker voice, worker voice at sea pilots, and so on – because they don’t want to fatigue vessel 
owners with more perceived “burden” and lose raw material to other less demanding buyers. 

The Strategic Partners expressed significant surprise and concern at the revelation that vessel-level 
audits were negatively impacting worker voice, particularly as several shared that they had already 
suspected that these were not being conducted well, particularly with regard to labour/social issues.  
Several Partners suggested that the group should seriously consider stopping the 
use/encouragement of vessel-level audits from their Thai-based importers.  Other points raised:    

 There is widespread acknowledgement of the limitations of audits. SMETA audits were also 
raised as problematic, given the nature of these audits as often being announced and highly 
predictable, with predetermined questions unable to pick up on real issues.  
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 Retailers and importers are currently “trying a bit of everything” to tackle slavery at sea, which 

has turned into what appears to be bet-hedging, rather than investing in what is proven to 
work best. 

 Relationship-building is key to bringing suppliers on board in the long term. Suppliers should 
be supported and incentivized to improve, rather than to hide problems.  They are not all bad 
and their capacity is generally low in the area of human resources; they need capacity 
building.  

 A cultural shift is currently taking place, where responsible sourcing teams are still struggling 
to have buying teams understand how price should not the only lens to look through when 
evaluating a supplier – that is, the lowest price is not always the best price.  

 Retailers shared that they would like to be more involved with Issara’s engagement on the 
ground, for example; Issara could share when specific supplier relations are problematic, so 
that the retailer has an opportunity to intervene and encourage collaboration. 

 Thai export-level suppliers, feed mills, and fishmeal plants should be engaged by buyers in a 
concerted way to ensure their buy-in in driving a worker-voice driven approach further down 
the supply chain.  

 International sourcing buying requirements should be shifted, and clear goals set. UK-based 
retailers can consider lobbying the British Government for further engagement on these 
issues, for example through the British Retail Consortium (BRC). 

 Issara has an opportunity to demonstrate the power of its worker voice model at vessel level. 
If significant progress can be made at ground level over the next two years, the research 
conducted can be presented as a baseline, sending a strong message to the Thai Government 
that (a) positive and measurable improvements are possible, and they should follow good 
practice and lessons learned, and (b) the global buyers have done their part by investing in 
solutions even when significant risk was presented; it would be good for the Thai Government 
to make their contribution to positive and measurable improvements as well, measured in 
terms as laid out by the Issara report (levels of overwork, underpay, debt bondage, etc). 

 

JOINT ACTIONS PROPOSED AND DISCUSSED 

The recommendations presented in the PowerPoint were a summary of the recommendations as they 
appear in the Issara research report.  Further details can be found in the Issara Strategic Partner Action 
Program to Address Labour Issues on Thai Fishing Vessels (Excel sheet).  This Excel sheet is a draft 
being circulated to Partners only. The aim is for Partners to consult confidentially, on a pre-
competitive basis, with their company colleagues to suggest additional points, and providing 
feedback if desired by Friday 31 March 2016.   

 

Please note that all of these documents are confidential and should not be shared outside of the company 
of each Strategic Partner.   


