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Supply Cha!nge – Make Supermarkets Fair: 

Supermarket supply chains and workers’ rights 

 

On Thursday 1st October, Think Global was pleased to host our second workshop on supermarket 

supply chains, as part of the Europe-wide Supply Cha!nge project. The project seeks to raise awareness 

about the ethics of supply chains used by major European supermarkets, and the focus of this 

workshop was workers’ rights within those supply chains. 

The workshop brought together guests from a range of NGOs and education charities to investigate 

the issues and find solutions to the plight faced by workers at the bottom of the supply chain. Special 

highlights were presentations from Zeenat Islam, a barrister from 25 Bedford Row Chambers, and 

Tony Dale, Deputy Head of Research at USDAW. 

The session began with Faaria Ahmad (Think Global Programme Manager) introducing  problem and 

solution ‘trees’, designed to guide discussion, and which would be filled in throughout the workshop. 

In order to better understand and dissect the issues, guests began by reading articles which looked at 

specific problems within the supply chains. The articles looked at the tea gardens in Assam, the 

fisheries sector and modern slavery in Thailand, and farmers’ rights within the banana industry and 

the dairy industry. The articles were thought-provoking and triggered some very interesting 

discussions; Tasneem Abdur-Rashid from Al-Khair Foundation raised the question of which kite-marks 

are trustworthy, given that in some industries where kite-marks are used, workers’ rights are 

nevertheless compromised.  Mickey Reedy from This is Rubbish highlighted that due to corruption and 

lack of transparency within some producing countries it is more difficult for workers’ to have a 

protected voice.  

Other major causes of workers’ rights violations that were discussed included the profit focussed 

approach of supermarkets; the ineffective nature of regulatory bodies; lack of awareness among 

consumers; and inadequate government oversight. Guests further concluded that the effects of these 

problems included slavery and trafficking; regulatory bodies losing legitimacy; and increased profits 

for supermarkets as they receive cheaper produce.  

This led on to a presentation from Zeenat Islam, who analysed section 54 (Transparency in Supply 

chains) of the Modern Slavery Act 2015. Zeenat showed us clearly how lack of enforcement of the 

legislation limits its scope to create real change within supermarket supply chains; however it is 

definitely a positive step forward. Zeenat reminded all those at the workshop that this legislation came 

about because of civil society organisations researching, raising awareness, lobbying, and campaigning 

for change; and it is vital for organisations to continue to put pressure on supermarkets and 

governments.  

This raised a key question, which is ‘what motivates supermarkets to change?’ Legislation has an 

important role to play in pushing supermarkets to act responsibly, but this can be slow and have gaps. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-34173532
https://thinkglobaluk.sharepoint.com/Work/Projects/Shared%20Documents/Government/EC%20funded/2014%20EC%20bids%20TG%20partner%20on/CIR%20brands/Activities_Inputs_Outputs/CSO%20Trainings/May%202015/:%20http:/www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/jul/20/thai-fishing-industry-implicated-enslavement-deaths-rohingya
https://thinkglobaluk.sharepoint.com/Work/Projects/Shared%20Documents/Government/EC%20funded/2014%20EC%20bids%20TG%20partner%20on/CIR%20brands/Activities_Inputs_Outputs/CSO%20Trainings/May%202015/:%20http:/www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/jul/20/thai-fishing-industry-implicated-enslavement-deaths-rohingya
http://www.bananalink.org.uk/supermarkets-slammed-selling-bananas-too-cheaply
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/supermarkets-surrender-to-farmers-after-milk-price-protest-10456920.html
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There were a few factors which everyone seemed to agree on: money, consumers, competitors, 

reputation and celebrity campaigns can all be effective motivators. If we can understand these 

motivations, we can find ways to change the way supermarkets operate. Supermarkets tend to shift 

the responsibility for ethical choices on to consumers; but in realityconsumers buy from what is 

available; so as Chioma Njoku from Global One 2015 stated, supermarkets must do more!  

As guests reflected on how to create change within supermarket supply chains, Tony Dale from 

USDAW gave a presentation which broke down the role of trade unions within the whole supply chain; 

and shared an interesting case study of the journey of trade unions and campaign agencies in creating 

change after the collapse of Rana Plaza, Bangladesh. Zinia Khan from MADE highlighted that although 

the tragedy of Rana Plaza has brought to light the conditions under which people were working, the 

Bangladesh Government is still not doing enough to ensure such a tragedy does not happen again. 

Rather, she pointed out, it is the work of the trade unions which is creating change. Tony stressed that 

the collaboration between trade unions and campaign organisations was the main factor which 

pushed companies to take more responsibility.  

Interestingly for many of the guests, Tony stated that boycotts of cheap goods are not contributing 

positively to workers’ conditions, because more expensive garments are made in the same factories. 

Therefore, what is most important is to continue to push for better pay and safe conditions for 

workers.  

Discussions around solutions to ensure workers’ rights are protected within supermarket supply 

chains was initiated and fed into the solution tree. Some solutions included: mandatory legislation, 

clear labelling, ethical scoring standards, and stronger trade union networks. Taken together, these 

measures could result in empowerment of workers, greater consumer awareness, and competition 

between supermarkets based on ethics.  

The workshop’s final session looked at actions which can be taken collaboratively to raise awareness 

about supermarket supply chains. From exhibitions at Trafalgar Square to a co-ordinated social media 

campaign, guests were ready to take a form of action and very keen to be involved in the Supply 

Cha!nge Action Day on 27th November 2015. Keep an eye on the website for more information soon.  

We appreciated everyone’s attendance at the workshop, and are very grateful for their support for 

Think Global and the European Year for Development. Also a big thanks to Zeenat Islam and Tony Dale 

for making the time to share their insights with us.  

For more information on the Supply Cha!nge project please contact Think Global’s Programme 

Manager, Faaria Ahmad at Faaria.ahmad@think-global.org.uk.  
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