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Mr. President, 

distinguished delegates, ladies and gentlemen, it is my great pleasure to address you as UN 

Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes and consequences. 

The magnitude and gravity of slavery today and its tendency to transcend into new forms show 

that policies and actions to enhance human security and to promote human rights have been 

inadequate. Having the honor to present the work I have done during the first year of my 

mandate, I would like to urge all Member States to take all necessary steps to comply with the 

international legal standards and develop innovative integrated policies to address the scourge of 

modern slavery. This would create the foundation for ensuring the dignity of all people and the 

protection of all rights for all. 

Mr. President, 

It is with great pleasure that I present to you my first thematic report on bonded labour. I would 

like to thank all Member States and NGOs who responded to the questionnaire that I sent out 

asking for information on forced and bonded labour. Allow me to highlight some of the findings 

in my report. 

Firstly, slavery exists all over the world. The majority of public information and awareness on 

bonded labour refers to its traditional manifestation which is widely reported in Africa, Asia and 

South America. However, what is hugely lacking is information and awareness with regard to 

new forms of bonded labour which also exist in Europe and North America. In its modern forms, 

we find bonded labour in agriculture, domestic servitude, the garment industry, the construction 

industry and prostitution. It is also found in the supply chains of mainstream companies. This 

shows how slavery continues to persist and evolve. 
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Secondly, the causes of bonded labour have, dishearteningly, not changed with the times. Factors 

such as poverty, migration and discrimination on the basis of race, ethnicity, caste, social status 

and gender are still the main causes of bonded labour. New challenges posed by the current 

economic crisis which according to predictions will further enhance vulnerabilities of poor and 

unprotected people all over the world, will only work to further exacerbate the human rights 

violations that occur as a result of bonded labour. The correlation between economic decline and 

migration, as well as links between employment and immigration policies further contribute to 

vulnerabilities. At the same time, insufficient use of human rights mechanisms prevents them 

from reaching their full potential to address the root causes of bonded labour and enhance the 

protection afforded to victims of violations. 

Thirdly, forced labour is not addressed effectively by Member States. The 1LO estimates that 

12.3 million people worldwide are victims of forced labour. While only approximately 20 per 

cent of forced labour occurs as a result of trafficking, the replies from Member States indicate 

that instances of forced labour are addressed only in the context of trafficking. However, forced 

labour which may occur in the informal sector, in supply chains and export processing zones, 

within indigenous or minority populations and in rural areas - the other 80 per cent - is not 

addressed. Unlike the attention devoted to trafficking, international efforts to sign, ratify, 

implement and monitor the slavery conventions 1 pale in comparison. Given the gravity of the 

human rights violations associated with forced or bonded labour and the millions of people 

affected by such practices in every part of the world, it is important that all forms of slavery as 

defined in the 1926 and 1956 Slavery conventions be given their due prominence and attention. 

Lastly, depending on the sector in which a person works, bonded labour affects women, girls, 

boys and men in very different ways. For example, men are more often working in the 

construction industry which means that they suffer human rights violations more in that situation 

than women, whereas direct bondage of women appears to be on the increase in commercial 

large-scale agriculture production which means that they suffer more in this situation then men. 

In addition, in the carpet making industry, boys suffer more than girls. However overall, statistics 

1 The 1926 Slavery Convention and the 1956 Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the 
Slave Trade, and Institutions and Practices Similar to Slavery. 
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show that in forced labour for economic exploitation, women and girls represent the majority of 

victims. 

Although some work on bonded labour has been carried out, specific action to address bonded 

labour as a separate crime and a form of slavery is still insufficient, both in enforcing national 

and international laws, and in developing programs-including those taken to suppress trafficking 

in humans. 

Key among my recommendations is firstly, to develop national awareness about the issue of new 

and old forms of bonded labour being a form of slavery. Secondly, Member States should 

develop laws that specifically target bonded labour. Feedback on the Questionnaire from 

Member States demonstrates that bonded labour generally falls into the category of trafficking in 

persons for labour exploitation, which means that the crime of bonded labour is not adequately 

addressed or not addressed at all. The absence of specific laws addressing bonded labour or 

addressing it within the context of trafficking in humans means that millions of people in modern 

society are deprived of full respect, protection and fulfillment of their rights and excluded from 

directly contributing to the development of their communities and the wealth of their families. 

Lastly, despite the illegality of the practice of bonded labour, a lack of international enforcement 

allows the problem to persist. Although technically bonded labourers can end their state of 

servitude once the debt is repaid, this rarely occurs. Consequently, a person in bonded labour is 

bonded potentially throughout his or her life. In many cases the debt is passed on to generations 

of their descendants. Unsavory accounting, illegal contracts, astronomical interest rates, and 

violence then combine to keep the person in bondage. 

Finally, Mr. President I would like talk about my country visit to Haiti. 

In early June, I undertook an official country mission to Haiti to engage in a dialogue with the 

Government in order to identify the challenges in addressing the situation of "restavek" children. 

I would like to express my gratitude to the Government of Haiti for its cooperation and 

assistance extended to me both in the preparation and conduct of this visit as well as 
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MINUSTAH, in particular its human rights component and child protection unit. I visited 

projects and education centers in Port-au-Prince and travelled to Les Cayes and Ouanaminthe. I 

met with local authorities, civil society, UN representatives and restavek children. During my 

mission, 1 was particularly impressed by the initiative, hard work and creativity of Haitians. 

Political instability, economic crisis and natural disasters have had a tremendous impact on Haiti 

which is currently the poorest country in the Americas. In 2008, between September and 

November, four hurricanes hit the island, leaving 800 dead and destroying 6 0 % of the harvest. 

The nation ranks 146th out of 177 countries in the United Nations Development Program's 

(UNDP) Human Development Index for 2007-2008 and approximately 7 8 % of the population 

lives below the poverty line, earning less than 2 USD a day. 

As a result, a long established survival strategy by many families, mainly in rural areas, to give 

custody of their children to more affluent families in urban centres in the hope that they will 

provide food, clothing, shelter, schooling and health care in return for the child 's domestic labour 

is on the rise. These children are traditionally called restavek children. The placement of a 

restavek does not traditionally entail any financial transaction between families and the work is 

not meant to be paid monetarily. In Haiti, a child is expected to perform some domestic tasks. 

However in the case of restavek, the host family clearly expects the child to work much harder 

than the children of the house. 2 Estimations range from 150,000 to 500,000 restavek children in 

Haiti. 

During my conversations with many stakeholders alarming new tendencies have been revealed. 

The introduction of intermediaries or agents, the fact that increasingly the custodian families are 

from a poorer economic class as well as the country's chronic economic instability and 

unemployment mean that the process has become more commercial. If left unaddressed, this 

will eventually lead to even more exploitation of boys and girls. This trend is especially alarming 

if one takes into consideration that 40% of the population is under the age of 15. The traditional 

2 The uses of Children: A study of trafficking in Haitian Children, Glenn R. Smucker and Gerald F.Murray, December 
2004, p.26 
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practice where a social contract is honored rarely exists. What is happening now is the economic 

exploitation of children and the flagrant disregard of their rights in the name of a traditional 

practice. It is this practice that is nothing other than slavery. 

Taking into consideration all the challenges and difficulties faced by the Government of Haiti, I 

would like to complement the actions taken and achievements made to protect human rights in 

Haiti. There are complex human rights issues that need to be addressed urgently and in a 

coordinated manner in order to stop restavek slavery. I therefore urge the Haitian government in 

cooperation with the international community to respect, protect and fulfill the following rights: 

• The right to identity - develop a flexible system of child registration to ensure that 

children are registered immediately after birth, including registration of children born out of 

wedlock, and ensure that children have the right from birth to a name, and as far as possible, the 

right to know and be cared for by his or her parents, 

• The right to education - decentralize education and provide free and obligatory primary 

education in rural areas, 

• The right to health -develop health care and social protection systems in rural areas, 

• The right to a family environment - address in a comprehensive way issues of poverty by 

developing in rural areas special agribusinesses or other employment opportunities for poor 

families to be able to keep their children at home, 

• The right to security of person - advance the disarmament of criminal groups and 

enforcement of laws regarding domestic violence and rape, 

• The right to an effective remedy - enhance law enforcement and the judiciary, develop 

new laws protecting the rights of vulnerable children and enforce existing obligations under 

international law. 

I believe that the human security of each boy and girl is of utmost importance towards ensuring 

the sustainable human rights based development of society. It is also a precondition to 

sustainable peace. I would therefore urge that alongside hard security programs development 

programs are also developed. 
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Although there is some understanding of the importance of addressing the issue of restavek 

children, there is limited coordination of all required partners and a systematic way of addressing 

the issue through programs is lacking. International agencies based in Haiti need to better 

harness and empower the people of Haiti. It is also extremely important that personnel of 

international agencies and stabilization forces are adequately trained. A zero tolerance policy 

prohibiting the use of child labour by national and international staff should be developed and 

implemented. 

In conclusion, as poverty, social and economic exclusion is at the root of all forms of slavery - as 

shown in my report on bonded labour and my report on Haiti, I would like to add my voice in 

urging for the realization of the Millennium Development Goals. Achievement of the goals 

would tremendously decrease the vulnerabilities of men and women and have a significant 

impact towards eliminating slavery. As the deadline for MDGs approaches, the world finds itself 

mired in an economic crisis that is unprecedented in its severity and global dimensions. Stronger 

political will, commitment, innovative efforts to restore economic growth and collective action 

are needed now more than ever, to create a more equitable, inclusive and sustainable future. 

Thank you. 
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