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FOREWORD

The idea for this e-book was born from a sense of frustration — the frustration felt by so 
many consumers when trying to discern the manufacturing ethics behind the products they’re 
considering for purchase, particularly online. 

The lack of any real “due diligence” mechanism, based on verified information, makes it difficult 
to differentiate ethically minded sellers from those who are less scrupulous. Online shoppers, 
for example, have only questionable product reviews, arbitrary sales rankings, and slick product 
presentations to assist them in making their purchasing decisions. 

At the same time, incentives are still lacking for manufacturers and retailers to invest in elevating 
manufacturing standards in their supply chains, and incur the added costs associated with 
ensuring that more socially responsible production and distribution practices are in place.

Until consumers become aware of the abuses that are endemic in manufacturing centers 
throughout the world — and use their buying power to push for changes — manufacturers will 
have no real incentive to ensure their operations meet international requirements of social 
responsibility.

This e-book seeks to bring attention to these problematic supply chain practices, and raise 
awareness among the people who buy the goods that these supply chains produce. Consumers 
are uniquely positioned to force a change toward more responsible manufacturing, and it is 
critically important that they understand the power they wield. 

Without a market-driven demand for improvement through the purchasing public, a new world of 
ethical manufacturing will be slow to come. 

William E. Connor II
Hong Kong, 2020
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INTRODUCTION 
Globalization — the process by which businesses and other organizations 
begin operating on an international scale — has opened up economic 
opportunities for millions around the world, and lifted many out of poverty. 
Yet it has also created space for abuse, as factory owners pursue lower 
operating costs and ever-cheaper labor. 

But consumers, and the businesses that sell the products they buy, are awakening to this reality — 
and they’re demanding that the companies they love do better. 

In response, world-class brands and retailers have implemented social monitoring and compliance 
programs for their global supply chain partners. They work diligently to ensure that their products 
are manufactured in a way that respects fundamental human rights, ensures the safety and well-
being of every worker, promotes worker protections, and minimizes environmental impact. 

Online shoppers — and the vendors who 
supply the products they want to buy — face 
a similar challenge: how can they ensure that 
the products they buy (or are selling) are 
manufactured in compliance with these same 
standards?

This e-book explores some possible 
answers to these questions. The modern 
manufacturing supply chain faces major 
challenges in the areas of human rights, 
working conditions, labor relations, and 
environmental sustainability. While significant

64% 
of consumers identify as 

belief-driven buyers. They 
choose, and switch to (or 
from) a brand based on its 

stand on social issues.1 

progress is being made on all of these fronts, there is still work to be done — and socially minded 
businesses and consumers have a strong role to play in making the changes they want to see a reality. 

1 Source: 2018 Edelman Earned Brand Global Report.

https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2018-10/2018_Edelman_Earned_Brand_Global_Report.pdf
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SAFEGUARDING
HUMAN RIGHTS 

Respect for universal human rights is fundamental to improving the human 
condition. This holds true in the manufacturing sector as much as anywhere 
else. That means recognizing and upholding the human rights of every single 
person involved in the supply chain, and ensuring that anyone working in 
any facility is there voluntarily. 

1

76% 
of consumers say they are more 

likely to buy from companies 
whose suppliers comply with 

human rights laws.2

2 2019 Sense & Sustainability Study: Public Perspectives on Corporate Social Responsibility, Environmental Stewardship & Institutional Accountability. G&S Business 
Communications, 2019.

Weak oversight and half-hearted 
enforcement of protections in 
manufacturing centers everywhere 
leave many of society’s most vulnerable 
members open to exploitation and abuse. 
The use of child labor and forced labor in 
the pursuit of cheaper production costs 
causes irreparable harm to individuals 
and the communities they live in. 
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Although child labor is illegal in most countries, it is still a tragic reality for far too many children 
who are forced to work in a variety of industries around the world, including agriculture, mining, 
textile factories, and domestic service.
 
The International Labour Organization (ILO) defines child labor as work that is physically, 
mentally, or socially harmful to children, and further, that interferes with their schooling.3   Most 
victims of child labor come from extremely poor families that need the extra income to survive. 
And since children are seen as obedient workers, they are easier to control — and exploit. 

The long-term consequences of child labor are devastating. Former child laborers seldom go 
beyond a primary education, and remain stuck in low-paying jobs as adults. This economic and 
social stagnation creates an ongoing cycle of poverty in the larger community, and perpetuates 
the abuse.  

Key Challenge: 

170 
Million 
children are involved in 

child labor around the world.4

48% 
of all victims are between 

the ages of 5 and 11 years old.4

1

3 Source: https://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/index.htm 
4 Global Estimates of Child Labour: Results and Trends, 2012-2016, International Labour Office (ILO), Geneva, 2017.

SAFEGUARDING HUMAN RIGHTS 

CHILD LABOR

https://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/index.htm
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Sadly, it isn’t only children who are exploited and abused by unscrupulous employers: vulnerable 
adults are also compelled to work against their will. Initially lured by promises of good-paying 
jobs, victims of forced labor are coerced into work through outright threats of violence and 
confinement, as well as subtler means of intimidation.  

Employers confiscate their personal identification papers, or threaten to report them to 
immigration authorities for deportation or imprisonment. Still others are trapped through dubious 
demands for debt repayment related to recruitment fees, transportation costs, and lodging 
expenses. 

Migrant workers are particularly susceptible to these abuses: they often lack fluency in the local 
language, have few family and social connections in the communities where they work, and do 
not have the same legal protections as full citizens. Forced labor is a form of modern slavery, 
affecting the most vulnerable and marginalized people in society. 

Key Challenge:

1

24.9 Million 
people around the world are trapped in forced labor 
across a variety of industries, with women and girls 

being disproportionately affected.5 

5 Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage, International Labour Organization (ILO), Geneva, 2017.

SAFEGUARDING HUMAN RIGHTS 

FORCED LABOR
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The protection of basic human rights for every individual is now a universally accepted principle. 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) adopted by all member countries of the United 
Nations in 2015 explicitly call for the eradication of all forced labor and modern slavery, as well as 
the end of abuse and exploitation of children.6  

Governments are taking action. As the world’s largest trading block, the European Union (EU) has 
adopted a policy of linking trade liberalization with human rights, and embeds human and labor-
rights provisions in all new trade agreements with third countries.7 In 2019, representatives from 
15 Asia-Pacific countries gathered at the Asia Regional Conference in Nepal to discuss tangible 
steps required to end forced labor and human trafficking in their own jurisdictions.

Progress in Action: 

1

6 Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, Resolution adopted the General Assembly, United Nations, New York, 2015.  
7 Zamfir, I., Human Rights in EU Trade Agreements. Briefing, European Parliamentary Research Service,  July 2019. 

8 Source: http://insights.ethisphere.com/global-ethics-summit-survey-results/ 
9 Source: https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/knowthechain-benchmarking-2016

Businesses are stepping up too. Although 
most big brands work with increasingly 
complex supply chains, they are nonetheless 
making investments to ensure their suppliers 
are not engaging in human rights abuses. 

The nonprofit organization Humanity United 
runs a project called KnowTheChain that 
ranks the largest global apparel and footwear 
companies (like Adidas and Gap) on the 
measures they’re taking to fight forced 
labor in their supply chains. Their findings 
show that most of the large companies they 
benchmark have systems in place to monitor 
and address findings of abuse.9  

84% 
of business leaders believe 
powerful buying audiences 

(like millennials) will pay more 
for goods from companies 

that are seen as good 
corporate citizens.8

SAFEGUARDING HUMAN RIGHTS 

PUTTING AN END TO 
HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSE

http://insights.ethisphere.com/global-ethics-summit-survey-results/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/knowthechain-benchmarking-2016


7

CONCRETE STEPS 
FOR ACTION ON HUMAN RIGHTS
Forced labor is not only a moral and ethical issue — it is also a business risk. Financial penalties 
and reputational damage are very real consequences for manufacturers and retailers that turn a 
blind eye to human rights abuse. This is true for all brands, big and small. 

Any company that sources its products from outside manufacturers should ensure that it is not 
inadvertently supporting child labor and forced labor by looking into the practices of its supply 
chain. 

Some key questions that every business should ask their manufacturing suppliers include:  

SAFEGUARDING HUMAN RIGHTS 

Takeaways: 

1

Does the supplier understand the legal requirements for young worker protection in their 
country of operation, and do their recruitment procedures reflect them?

Does the supplier insist on proof-of-age documentation for their workers?

Does every employee have a signed legal employment contract with the supplier? 

Are all employees of the supplier allowed freedom of movement once they’ve finished their 
shift? 

Are employees physically restricted in any way? 

Does the supplier require any form of collateral (such as a passport) in exchange for 
employment?

By ensuring basic protections for children and vulnerable workers in their supply chains, 
businesses can help eliminate the exploitation of such individuals in the manufacturing sector as a 
whole. 
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PROVIDING A 
SAFE WORKING 
ENVIRONMENT 

Every employee is entitled to a safe and healthy environment in which to do 
their job. From the physical space in which they operate to the hours they 
put in and the wages they earn, the conditions under which they carry out 
their employment have a direct impact on their well-being and productivity. 

2

10 Source: https://www.ohscanada.com/end-dangerous-working-conditions-starts-informed-consumers/

Unfortunately, poor working conditions 
are a hallmark of many of the 
manufacturing centers that produce the 
goods sold and consumed around the 
world. In an effort to keep costs low, 
many employers are cutting corners 
and imposing inhumane terms of 
employment on their workers, putting 
their health and safety at risk. 

17.5% 
Millennial consumers are willing 

to pay 17.5% more on a $100 
product for goods made in favorable 

working environments.10

https://www.ohscanada.com/end-dangerous-working-conditions-starts-informed-consumers/
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Despite intense media attention in recent years, poor working conditions persist in many 
manufacturing facilities around the world. Unsafe and unhealthy work sites put employees at risk, 
leading to more workplace accidents and injuries and in extreme cases, death.  

Substandard building materials and unsound structures, inadequate fire protection equipment, 
too few exits — all of these deficiencies put workers’ lives and health in danger. So-called “acts of 
god” (for example, earthquakes and floods) have devastating consequences because exit routes 
are blocked or cluttered and used as ad hoc storage areas. 

Key Challenge: 

1100 
The 2013 Rana Plaza factory 

collapse in Bangladesh that killed 
over 1100 people — the result 
of structural failure and lack of 
regulatory oversight — was the 

deadliest clothing manufacturing 
disaster in history.

2 PROVIDING A SAFE WORKING ENVIRONMENT 

HAZARDOUS WORKING 
CONDITIONS

Other environmental factors also pose 
risks to human safety: occupational 
exposure to chemical substances, 
particularly in areas with poor ventilation, 
can lead to long-term health problems. 
Over-crowded factory floors with 
inadequate space between workstations 
(or with little to no air conditioning) 
create conditions that can lead to heat 
exhaustion and heat stroke.  

Unsafe working conditions often lead to 
devastating workplace injuries that not 
only harm the victims, but render them 
incapable of continuing to work and 
therefore of earning a living.
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While physical safety is a non-negotiable requirement for a safe and healthy work environment, it 
is only the beginning. Reasonable hours of work (and appropriate rest periods) are not merely fair, 
they are essential to worker well-being. Long shifts and mandatory overtime lead to exhaustion, 
and contribute to more serious long-term health issues.

Key Challenge:

2

11 Garment Worker Diaries: A Study of Garment Workers’ Lives and Wages in Bangladesh, Cambodia, and India, Microfinance Opportunities (MFO), Washington, DC, 
2018.

12 Safety and Health at the Heart of Future of Work, International Labour Organization (ILO), Geneva, 2019.

PROVIDING A SAFE WORKING ENVIRONMENT 

EXCESSIVE WORKING HOURS 
AND FORCED OVERTIME

60 HOURS 
According to the Microfinance 
Opportunities (MFO) project, 

women working in the garment 
industry in Bangladesh work an 
average of 60 hours per week.11

The human toll of such practices is 
devastating. The chronic effects of 
fatigue associated with excessive 
working hours can lead to more 
dangerous health problems like 
cardiovascular disease. They also 
correlate to poorer mental health, 
resulting in greater anxiety, depression, 
and sleep disorders.12
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Key Challenge:

2

13 Weak Minimum Wage Compliance in Asia’s Garment Industry, Asia-Pacific Garment and Footwear Sector Research Note, International Labour Organization (ILO), 
August 2016.

PROVIDING A SAFE WORKING ENVIRONMENT 

SUB-MINIMUM WAGES
The concept of a living wage is widely accepted as a human right. An income that allows a 
worker to afford the basic necessities of life does more than simply keep them out of poverty. It 
promotes self-sufficiency and permits them to participate fully in social and cultural life. 

53.3% 
of garment sectors workers 

reported being paid below the 
minimum wage in the Philippines.13

As businesses seek cheaper options to 
manufacture their goods, suppliers come 
under greater pressure to keep their own 
costs down, just to remain competitive. 
Although most countries have minimum 
wage laws, some employers do not 
respect them. The resulting subpar wages 
are part of what drives excessive working 
hours for manufacturing workers: they 
must put in more hours, just to make
ends meet. 

Low wages trap workers and their dependents in poverty, perpetuating a cycle of economic 
stagnation that ultimately impoverishes entire communities.  
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Improving workers’ conditions and pay isn’t just the right thing to do, it’s good for business too — 
and the idea is catching on. Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), governments and business 
are teaming up to tackle these problems head-on.

The Better Work program (a collaboration between the United Nations’ International Labour 
Office and the International Finance Corporation) partners with governments and businesses 
to improve labor laws and working conditions, and is active in 1600 factories in the garment 
industry.14 

Progress in Action: 

2

14 Source: https://betterwork.org/about-us/the-programme/ 
15 Source: https://about.puma.com/en/sustainability/social/audits

16 Source: https://www.apple.com/supplier-responsibility/pdf/Apple_SR_2019_Progress_Report.pdf

Big brands are also taking the initiative in 
this important work. Footwear maker Puma, 
for example, works with external partners to 
audit supplier facilities (the majority of which 
are in Asia) on a regular basis, to ensure they 
are operating in accordance with the Puma 
Code of Conduct — and specifically around 
areas of employees’ working hours, overtime, 
rates of pay, and health and safety standards 
in the workplace.15  

When businesses demand better working 
conditions for the employees in their supply 
chains, they can bring about real change — 
and tangible results in human lives.   

93/100 
In 2018, Apple evaluated 

supplier facilities across its 
supply chain, and found the 

everage Health & Safety score 
(across 770 assessments) had 

risen to 93 out of 100.16

PUSHING FOR CHANGE

PROVIDING A SAFE WORKING ENVIRONMENT 

https://betterwork.org/about-us/the-programme/
https://about.puma.com/en/sustainability/social/audits
https://www.apple.com/supplier-responsibility/pdf/Apple_SR_2019_Progress_Report.pdf
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CONCRETE STEPS 
FOR ACTION ON HEALTH 

AND SAFETY

All workers are entitled to a safe and healthy work environment, reasonable hours of work, and 
decent pay. These conditions are not only good for individuals, they’re good for business too: 
adherence to humane business practices is a competitive differentiator in today’s market, where 
consumers will happily pay a premium for ethically produced goods.17   

Businesses that outsource their manufacturing can — and should — find out how their suppliers 
are running their factories, and whether they are providing a safe work environment for their 
employees. 

Some key questions that every business should ask their manufacturing suppliers include:

Takeaways: 

2

Does the supplier have valid fire inspection certificates from local authorities, and conduct 
regular fire drills with employees?

Is health and safety training provided for all new employees?

Is there a documented policy on working hours, rest, and vacations that is communicated to 
all workers?

Do workers have reasonable breaks for meal times and rest periods?  

Are all workers’ wages paid in accordance with local minimum wage requirements?

Are workers paid fair and legal rates for overtime?

Verifying the working conditions a supplier has in place shines a light on potential risks, and 
signals a commitment to safe and respectful business practices all along the supply chain. 

PROVIDING A SAFE WORKING ENVIRONMENT 

17 Kronthal-Sacco, R. and Whelan, T., Research: Actually, Consumers Do Buy Sustainable Products, Harvard Business Review, June 19, 2019.
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PROMOTING 
WORKERS RIGHTS 

Workers in the global manufacturing sector are not just entitled to basic 
human rights, safe working conditions, and fair wages. They also need 
agency in order to thrive: the right to negotiate collectively with their 
employers, free from discrimination on any basis, and access to appropriate 
mechanisms for remedy should they experience workplace abuse. 

3

In many factories in the global supply chain, none of these provisions are in place. Not only are 
unions discouraged (or even banned outright), but employees often face unfair discrimination, 
with no due process or recourse. This absence of labor protections contributes to an atmosphere 
of fear and intimidation, and perpetuates employee abuse. 
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The right to organize and negotiate with employers as a unit has been fundamental to the 
advancement of workers’ rights in modern times. Yet despite the evolution of labor standards 
throughout the world, workers in many places still need to band together to protect themselves 
from exploitation by employers. 

Without regulations and legal frameworks in place that give workers a stronger voice in improving 
their wages and conditions of work, workers remain at the mercy of unscrupulous employers who 
view labor rights as barriers to profitability.

Key Challenge: 

107 
As of 2019, 107 countries 
exclude workers from the 

right to form a union.18

3 PROMOTING WORKERS RIGHTS 

NO FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION

In many regions where manufacturing 
centers operate, union organizing 
is banned outright and collective 
bargaining is nonexistent. Workers live 
in fear that any attempt to organize in 
their workplace will lead to dismissal, or 
worse, imprisonment. 

The absence of formal employee 
representation only exacerbates the 
problems of poor working conditions,
low wages, and insecure employment that breed poverty and perpetuate human rights abuse.

18 2019 ITUC Global Rights Index: The World’s Worst Countries for Workers, International Trade Union Confederation, Brussels, 2019.
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Discrimination — whether on the basis of gender, race, religion, age, social status, or any other 
personal characteristic — remains a persistent problem in workplaces everywhere. Prejudicial 
treatment on the grounds of stereotypes and cultural norms (such as gender or skin color) creates 
an “equality gap” between the dominant group and their more vulnerable peers. Discrimination 
based on caste — rampant in many places around the world — excludes entire groups of 
individuals from opportunity and prosperity. 

Key Challenge:

2

19 Women, Business, and The Law 2018, World Bank Group, Washington, DC, 2018.

HARASSMENT AND 
DISCRIMINATION

2.7 Billion Women 
In 2018, there were 104 countries with labor laws restricting 
the types of jobs that women could undertake, affecting the 

employment choices of 2.7 billion women.19

Discrimination often traps people in low-paid work. Those who are discriminated against are 
denied social protection, training opportunities, and professional advancement. On an individual 
level, discrimination breeds low self-esteem and a sense of powerlessness.

While discrimination has devastating consequences for individuals and marginalized groups, 
it also undermines operational efficiency as well. Discrimination results in lost potential and 
homogeneity of workplace culture, as talented workers are shouldered aside and denied the 
opportunity to contribute to their fullest capability.

PROMOTING WORKERS RIGHTS 
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Key Challenge:

3

NO GRIEVANCE MECHANISMS
A workplace code of conduct and commitment to fair labor practices is only as good as the 
mechanisms in place to enforce it. Without a robust framework that allows workers to seek 
remedies for adverse treatment or impacts, employers can continue to infringe on the rights and 
freedoms of their workers without consequence.  

Unfortunately, many factories in the manufacturing sector do not have these systems of redress 
in place. Employees who find themselves summarily dismissed without cause, or who suffer other 
workplace abuse, have nowhere to turn. 

Grievance mechanisms are important tools for reinforcing existing codes of conduct, and for 
identifying, addressing, and correcting problems that occur on the factory floor. They empower 
employees to raise concerns when issues arise, and allow management to address problems 
before they escalate further. 

Without a formal grievance process in place, workers are virtually powerless to stop any abuse 
they see or experience —and businesses and retailers who buy from these suppliers have no 
visibility into how the factory actually operates, putting their own brands at reputational risk. 

PROMOTING WORKERS RIGHTS 
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Empowering workers to advocate for themselves (and for each other) is not a new idea. The 
importance of eradicating workplace discrimination goes beyond a matter of mere fairness: 
equality and justice at work results in higher levels of trust, self-esteem, and morale. 

Labor organizations and human rights groups have long fought for the right of workers to band 
together and bargain collectively for their common interests, and were often seen to be at odds 
with corporate interests. 

As the link between empowered workers, higher morale, and greater productivity becomes more 
obvious, businesses are joining labor organizations and human rights groups to push for greater 
protection of workers’ rights. 

For example, big brands like Patagonia and Nestlé have joined the Fair Labor Association (FLA) to 
conduct due diligence on their global suppliers and ensure adherence to the FLA Workplace Code 
of Conduct.20 

While these audits can expose disreputable workplace practices, they can also amplify good 
behaviors: when FLA assessors commended a factory in Mexico for its active support of 
employment of disabled and elderly workers in 2016, the factory received public recognition from 
Mexico’s Secretary of Labor for its commitment to diversity. 
 

Progress in Action: 

3

 20 Source: https://www.fairlabor.org/our-work/labor-standards

GAINING GROUND ON 
WORKERS RIGHTS

PROMOTING WORKERS RIGHTS 

https://www.fairlabor.org/our-work/labor-standards
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CONCRETE STEPS 
FOR ACTION ON 

WORKER PROTECTION

The promotion of workers’ rights and protections is good for individuals and businesses alike. 
Companies that recognize and support worker rights can set themselves apart in the marketplace 
with their public commitment to fair employment practices — and set their prices accordingly.  

This is a battle that every business can join. By verifying the processes and systems that their 
suppliers have in place to ensure workers are treated fairly, retailers can signal their support for 
worker protections through the supply chain.

Some key questions that every business should ask their manufacturing suppliers include:

Takeaways: 

3

Are workers allowed to form free trade unions and worker associations?

Is every new employee informed of their rights?

Does the factory have clearly documented disciplinary standards, and are these 
communicated to all workers?

Are male and female workers paid equally for equal work?  

Does the supplier have a clearly defined sexual harassment policy? 

Is there a well-defined grievance mechanism that allows employees to report discrimination 
or abuse, without fear of reprisal?

By ensuring their suppliers have systems in place to promote fair labor practices, businesses can 
help create a work environment where abuse and discrimination are a thing of the past.

PROMOTING WORKERS RIGHTS 



20

ENSURING 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY 

Environmental sustainability has never been more important than it is today. 
As the world’s population increases, so too does consumption — and that 
drives the manufacturing sector to produce more and more goods. Research 
shows that 90 percent of consumer companies’ environmental impact (on 
air, soil and land) is actually associated with their supply chains.21  

4

21 Source: https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/starting-at-the-source-sustainability-in-supply-chains 
22 The Sustainability Imperative: New Insights on Consumer Expectations, The Nielsen Company, 2015.

Poor air quality, contaminated drinking 
water, and environmental pollution from 
hazardous waste are clear and present 
dangers to many communities all over 
the world. The downstream effects 
are far-reaching, and without proper 
oversight, will be felt for generations to 
come. 

30,000 
In a global survey of more than 

30,000 consumers, 66% of 
respondents said they were willing 

to pay more for sustainable goods.22

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/starting-at-the-source-sustainability-in-supply-chains
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The manufacturing processes that turn raw materials into more useful forms also result in 
by-products that can cause unintended harm. Apart from the greenhouse gases produced 
through the combustion of fossil fuels, factory emissions also release many pollutants into the 
atmosphere, that are detrimental to both humans and wildlife. 

Key Challenge: 

4.2
Million 

According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO), exposure to 
outdoor air pollution results in 4.2 

million deaths every year.24

4 PROTECTING ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 

AIR POLLUTION

In the modern era of mass production, 
the problem has become even more 
acute, particularly in countries with few 
environmental regulations and high levels 
of manufacturing activity. In 2017, for 
example, China took the unprecedented 
step of shutting down tens of thousands 
of factories, in an effort to address its 
infamous pollution problem.23

As harmful as air pollution is to anyone 
living near its source, the problem 
goes beyond localized emissions. 
Under certain atmospheric conditions, 
contaminants can hang in the air and 
travel long distances, over periods of four 
to six days, crossing national borders 
and jurisdictions. When it comes to air 
pollution, everyone pays a price.  

23 Source: https://www.forbes.com/sites/trevornace/2017/10/24/china-shuts-down-tens-of-thousands-of-factories-in-widespread-pollution-
crackdown/#734f59024666 

24 Source: https://www.who.int/health-topics/air-pollution

https://www.forbes.com/sites/trevornace/2017/10/24/china-shuts-down-tens-of-thousands-of-factories-in-widespread-pollution-crackdown/#734f59024666
https://www.forbes.com/sites/trevornace/2017/10/24/china-shuts-down-tens-of-thousands-of-factories-in-widespread-pollution-crackdown/#734f59024666
https://www.who.int/health-topics/air-pollution
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Water is an indispensable resource for all life on the planet. Yet much of it is squandered and 
misused in the manufacturing process, with few consequences for the manufacturers responsible. 
Many factories use freshwater to carry waste away from their facilities, dumping their industrial 
wastewater straight into streams, rivers, and oceans.

Key Challenge:

4

25 Source: https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/managing-supply-chain-water-risk-new-capacities-for-new-challenges

WATER CONTAMINATION

18 
In 2016, environmental inspections 

in Shanghai found that 18 
centralized water treatment plants 

exceeded legal limits for heavy 
metals in the water.25

PROTECTING ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 

When industrial pollutants make their 
way into the freshwater system, the 
consequences are disastrous for the 
local habitat. Many chemicals are toxic 
to marine life, and heavy metals such as 
lead and mercury are not biodegradable: 
once present in the environment, they 
cannot be broken down into less harmful 
components, and remain a toxic threat to 
both wildlife and humans alike.

Contaminants that enter the water supply as a result of one manufacturing plant can wreak havoc 
far beyond their source. As with air pollution, contaminated water originating from one area can 
affect miles of downstream waterways, causing irreparable harm to the wildlife (and humans) that 
depend on it.

https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/blog-view/managing-supply-chain-water-risk-new-capacities-for-new-challenges
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Key Challenge:

4

26 Source: https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/resource-efficiency/what-we-do/cities/solid-waste-management

HAZARDOUS WASTE
While all manufacturing processes produce waste, some of that waste is extremely dangerous. 
Waste material that is corrosive, toxic, violently reactive to water, or combustible is considered 
hazardous, and requires special handling. Inappropriate collection, storage and disposal of 
hazardous waste poses significant risk to human health and to the environment.

Although many governments regulate the handling and disposal of hazardous waste, such  
protocols have not been universally accepted or adopted — and even where regulatory 
frameworks are in place, compliance is variable and often limited. 

When not disposed of safely and properly, toxic waste poses a substantial risk to people, wildlife, 
and the environment. Toxic waste that is dumped on the ground or stored in local landfills can 
poison the soil, and continue to emit harmful pollutants into the air for years to come. The 
adverse health effects and the long-term damage to the environment from improper disposal of 
hazardous waste put entire communities at risk.

PROTECTING ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 

11.2 Billion Tons 
The United Nations estimates that every year, 11.2 billion tons 

of solid waste are generated and collected worldwide.26

https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/resource-efficiency/what-we-do/cities/solid-waste-management
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Protecting the environment is everyone’s responsibility. While NGOs have long shown consistent 
leadership on this issue, businesses (thanks largely to pressure from their customers) are finally 
getting on board. 

Big brands are starting to embed environmental sustainability right into their supply chains. 
Nike, for example, awards more of its business to suppliers that score higher on its Sourcing and 
Manufacturing Sustainability Index, a scorecard that ranks environmental sustainability alongside 
other performance factors such as health and safety, labor management, and on-time delivery.27  

Progress in Action: 

4

27 Source: https://nikecompanyblog.wordpress.com/manufacturing/
28 Source: https://www.walmartsustainabilityhub.com/sustainability-index

29 Source: https://corporate.walmart.com/global-responsibility/environment-sustainability/sustainability-index-leaders-shop

Walmart’s Sustainability Index 
measures sustainability across a 
product’s life cycle, from sourcing 
and manufacturing, right up to end 
of life. Products made by companies 
with the highest Sustainability Index 
scores are identified with a “made 
by Sustainability Leaders” badge on 
Walmart’s online shopping site.29

70% 
In 2017, U.S. retailer Walmart achieved 
its goal of sourcing 70% of its consumer 
products from suppliers who used and 

met its Sustainability index.28

CLEANING UP OUR ACT

PROTECTING ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 

https://nikecompanyblog.wordpress.com/manufacturing/
https://www.walmartsustainabilityhub.com/sustainability-index
https://corporate.walmart.com/global-responsibility/environment-sustainability/sustainability-index-leaders-shop
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CONCRETE STEPS FOR ACTION 
ON SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainability in product manufacturing is critical to preserving the environment and 
natural resources we all enjoy. Ensuring that the goods we buy and consume are made in an 
environmentally responsible manner — wherever they are made — is imperative to reaching that 
goal. 

As purveyors of these products to consumers, businesses are in a strong position to influence 
their suppliers in this regard. When businesses identify the sustainability risks in their supply 
chains, they can start working with their suppliers to address those issues at the source. 

Some key questions that every business should ask their manufacturing suppliers include:

Takeaways: 

4

Does the supplier have an Environmental Management System (EMS) in place at the 
factory?

Does the EMS include processes and policies for wastewater management? 

Does the EMS include processes and policies for proper disposal of hazardous materials?

Does the EMS include processes and policies for containing air pollutants?

Does the supplier have the required certifications from governmental authorities to prove 
compliance?

By insisting on standards of environmental sustainability in their supply chain, businesses can 
promote environmentally friendly production practices far beyond their own areas of operation, 
and minimize the impact on other communities. 

PROTECTING ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 
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CONNECTING THE 
DOTS: FROM SOURCE 
TO SHOPPING CART 

All of the afore-mentioned challenges in modern manufacturing supply 
chains have solutions. The heightened awareness around ethical 
manufacturing practices among consumers in particular is a big driver of 
change. After all, consumption is the engine that drives the production of 
these goods. 

5

30 Source: https://www.marketplacepulse.com/marketplaces-year-in-review-2019#sellers

However, the challenge for consumers 
— particularly when they’re shopping 
online — is knowing which businesses 
are committed to ethical production 
practices and sustainability. In terms of 
social compliance and verification, the 
global ecommerce marketplace is still  
something of a “Wild West.” 

3 Million 
In 2019, there were almost three 
million active sellers on Amazon 

marketplaces worldwide.30

In reality, the challenge for both consumers and sellers are two sides of the same coin. How does 
a shopper know if an online vendor has done their due diligence on their supply chain? And how 
does a seller communicate that value to its customers when it has?

https://www.marketplacepulse.com/marketplaces-year-in-review-2019#sellers
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Big brands and retailers have entire marketing campaigns and websites dedicated to proving their 
commitment to fair labor practices and sustainability. Smaller or lesser known businesses don’t 
usually have that luxury. 

On big ecommerce sites like Amazon.com, the only real tools that consumers have for evaluating 
one product over another are customer reviews. Positive online reviews have become so valuable 
to online businesses that they’ve also become a commodity, with third-party sellers paying for 
fake reviews to boost their search ranking.31   

In 2019, NBC News found 
thousands of questionable reviews 

on sites like Amazon, Yelp, and 
Google — and purchased raving 

reviews for a company that never 
did any work.32

5 CONNECTING THE DOTS: FROM SOURCE TO SHOPPING CART

ONLINE REVIEWS
ARE UNRELIABLE

Fake product reviews tend to be 
overwhelmingly positive, but often 
lack specificity. However, since many 
include a star rating, those high 
scores push the product higher in the 
platform’s search results, eclipsing other 
legitimate competitors. The practice is 
so widespread that a given product can 
have hundreds of five-star reviews from 
users who have never bought or used it. 

31 Huddleston Jr., Tom. (2019, March 1). The FTC just prosecuted a fake paid Amazon review for the first time — here’s what that means for users. CNBC, Retrieved 
from https://www.cnbc.com/2019/03/01/ftc-cracking-down-on-fake-amazon-reviews.html  

32 Enoc, Joe. (2019, February 27).. Can you trust online reviews? Here’s how to find the fakes. NBC News, Retrieved from https://www.nbcnews.com/business/
consumer/can-you-trust-online-reviews-here-s-how-find-fakes-n976756

Fraudulent product reviews aren’t just bad for consumers who are trying to make an informed 
decision. Sifting through online reviews to determine which are legitimate product endorsements 
and which are fabricated requires effort. Fraudulent reviews also tip the scales away from 
legitimate businesses that are selling products more aligned with a shopper’s values. Both parties 
lose.

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/03/01/ftc-cracking-down-on-fake-amazon-reviews.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/consumer/can-you-trust-online-reviews-here-s-how-find-fakes-n976756
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/consumer/can-you-trust-online-reviews-here-s-how-find-fakes-n976756
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Some motivated consumers take it a step further and attempt to research a business they’re 
considering buying from. Information on the sustainable business practices of a particular vendor 
may be hard to come by, or the company may include sweeping statements on its website with 
little proof to back it up. 

Nonetheless, many businesses — particularly manufacturers — are investing in ethics 
certifications, recognizing that it sets them apart from their competitors and speaks to a deeply 
felt desire in their target market. Fair trade certification labels, for example, are showing up on 
everything from coffee to clothing, and signal a recognition that conscientious consumers care 
deeply about who is making the products they buy, and under what conditions.

5 CONNECTING THE DOTS: FROM SOURCE TO SHOPPING CART

THIRD PARTY VERIFICATION
IS LACKING
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CONCLUSION 
Ethical manufacturing encompasses a variety of areas, spanning human 
rights, worker protections, and responsible environmental stewardship. As 
large manufacturing supply chains have expanded to points all across the 
globe, oversight of day-to-day factory operations has become more difficult, 
and overall accountability has become diluted.

While the efforts of government agencies and international organizations are indispensable 
in moving this agenda forward, those most closely connected to these supply chains — the 
businesses that use them — have an important role to play. The companies that hire these 
suppliers must hold them accountable for the social and environmental impact of their 
operations.

By demanding that their suppliers do better — that they treat their employees with dignity 
and respect, provide safe and clean working conditions, protect labor rights, and minimize 
environmental harm — these businesses become agents of change within the manufacturing 
sector, putting monetary muscle behind their principles.

Women’s Wear Daily, the premiere fashion industry trade journal, 
sees the adoption of socially responsible practices as a big 

competitive advantage for retailers in 2020.33

71% 
of young consumers say that 

refusing to buy from brands or 
criticizing them on social media 

can make a difference in how 
companies act.34

Ethical manufacturing is part of the larger 
global trend toward greater equality. 
Businesses that take steps to address 
sustainability challenges in their supply 
chains will reap the rewards, not only in 
growth and profitability, but in scores of 
loyal customers. 

Ethical manufacturing is the future of 
manufacturing, now and for decades to 
come. 

33 Moin, D., What to Watch in Retail in 2020, Women’s Wear Daily, January 7, 2020
34 From Me to We: The Rise of the Purpose-Led Brand, Accenture Strategy, 2018.
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ABOUT OMEGA  APPROVED

Omega Approved is affiliated with The Connor Group, a worldwide merchandise-sourcing and 
supply chain management organization. We want to provide shoppers, both online and offline, 
with the added peace of mind that the products they are considering for purchase have been 
sourced from businesses and suppliers who evidence subscription to socially and environmentally 
responsible business practices. Our mission — to provide merchants and consumers with a 
manufacturing and distribution “stamp of approval” — represents a new layer of seller information 
for the consumer, particularly in the world of eCommerce. 

For more information about how the Omega Approved licensing program can help you push for 
social corporate responsibility in the retail sector visit our website.

https://www.weconnor.com/about/

