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TOPIC A: 

The question of implementing 

measure to eradicate slavery and 

forced labour.  
 

I. Introduction of Topic: 
Although it has been a prevalent practice for thousands of years, claiming 

millions of victims, slavery has been universally declared a violation of human rights 
and has been officially outlawed all around the world. 

According to the ILO “At any given time in 2016, an estimated 40.3 million 

people are in modern slavery, including 24.9 million in forced labour and 15.4 million 
in forced marriage” (Forced). 

As was clearly stated in Article 13 of the Charter of the United Nations, “The 
General Assembly shall initiate studies and make recommendations for the purpose 

of [] promoting international co-operation [] assisting in the realization of human 

rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, 
or religion.” (Charter). 

Since then, the United Nations, mainly through the International Labour 
Organization, has adopted various treaties and conventions to expand the ban on 

slavery that was already somewhat present before WW2. 

However, even though traditional slavery, whereby a human being is owned 
by another, is universally considered dead, there are certain practices which could 

fall under the slavery umbrella. These loopholes, that include debt bondage, forced 
marriage, child labour and excessive jail work, often fall under the modern title of 

“forced labour” (Forced). 

As will be discussed in this paper, there is still work to be done over the 
complete eradication of all kinds of slavery all around the world. This mainly includes 

the expansion of the definition of slavery and the increase in oversight on countries, 



some of which are members of the UN, that have been rumoured to take advantage 
of forced labour. 

The main obstacles, hindering progress on this front, are the technicalities 
that countries who ought to lose from improving human rights use to block these 

procedures. A huge debate also occurs every time slavery needs to be defined since 

there are different opinions on what is considered forced labour (Global). 
 

II. Definition of key terms: 
Slavery: A condition in which a man or woman is leagally owned by another 

and can be used, bought and sold. 

 
Serfdom: A condition in which a man or woman is tied to a land (which they 

have to work on), instead of an owner. The serfs came with the land, but as long as 
they fulfilled their duties they were given legal rights that slaves didn’t have. 

 

Freeman: A condition in which a man or a woman is considered a full member 
of society. He holds all the responsibility for his actions and can make his own 

decisions. He holds all rights that men can have in his society, 
 

Human Rights: Something, like food or water, so basic that society considers 

them a right that every man and woman should have. Today, they are regulated by 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

 
Convention: A document, stipulated at the end of an international summit, in 

which the signatories formally agree on the matters they have discussed. 

 
League of Nations (LoN): Supra-national organization founded after WW1. Its 

aim was to facilitate international cooperation and maintain world peace. It was 
effectively dissolved when WW2 began. 
 

United Nations (UN): Supra-national organization founded in 1945 by the 
victors of WW2. It succeeded the League of Nations and today every universally 

recognized country is a member of it. 
 



International Labour Organization (ILO): A UN specialized agency that was 
inherited from the League of Nations. Its aim is to monitor and regulate fair working 

conditions around the world. 
 

UN General Assembly (GA): The body of the UN in which every member 

country is equally represented. 
 

Sovereign Country: A country, often a member of the UN, which is universally 
recognized to have absolute control over its people and its territory. It can enter into 

agreements with other sovereign countries. 

 
III. Background information: 

It is important to clarify that, although slavery is still an issue in some 
circumstances around the world, it has mostly been abolished (“P029 [...] 

Ratifications [...]). 

Before the modern free market came to be, the way a land or factory owner 
would make his money through workers was very different. Instead of employing the 

poorer, employers could buy enslaved people from another continent, which would 
legally be considered his property. Only in the last 200 years have we started to 

recognize slavery for what it is, a dishumane feudalist practice that has no place in a 

modern society. 
Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, as countries reached their economic 

development, they got rid of slavery. Although at the time the factors leading to the 
decision were mostly economic, the impact that these first liberations had would 

become the foundation for the modern ILO (Slavery abolition.svg). 

There are three countries, with very different methods, who’s abolishment of 
slavery had a serious impact on the rest of the world. This was either because they 

controlled vast empires, because they were the leading global powers at the time, or 
because their economies were heavily reliant on the slave trade. These were the 

United Kingdom, France, and the USA. 

The United Kingdom’s abolishment of slavery was a long process that took 
several attempts. Various decrees and laws were passed to abolish slavery in 

mainland England, Scotland and Wales, even before their union. Although slavery 
was completely outlawed in mainland Great Britain by the start of the 19th century, it 



was still rampant throughout the British Empire. The first relevant legislation was the 

“Slave Trade Act” of 1807, which abolished trading of slaves in the Empire, but did 
not attempt to free those enslaved. The final abolishment act came in 1833, when 

the “Slavery Abolition Act” was passed. It set a schedule for the gradual release of all 

slaves in the British Empire, which was completed in 1838. It is to be noted that 
some British dominions, such as India, were exempt from these laws because they 

had gained self-rule on these matters. These situations would be solved through a 
series of bilateral treaties with the UK in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

(Slavery Abolition Act). 

The French Republic tried to abolish slavery in 1794, shortly after the French 
Revolution. It was declared illegal in all French colonies and territories, but it wouldn’t 

last long. Starting in 1804, Napoleon reintroduced and abolished slavery at his own 
commodity. Only in 1848 was slavery finally abolished in all French territories with 

lasting effect (Trouillard). 

The United States went through a more violent path towards the abolition of 
slavery. The most economically developed states, in the North. had already 

abolished slavery before the 1860 election. When Abraham Lincoln, an abolitionist, 
was elected US president, 10 US southern states secede from the Union. The 

following events are known as the American Civil War, which ultimately ended when 

the North invaded and regained control of the South. In 1865, following the war, the 
13th Amendment was passed, which abolished slavery in the United States. Forced 



prison labour remained legal in the US, and is being slowly outlawed on a 
state-by-state basis (Slavery in America). 

These three countries also had leading roles in international efforts on the 
abolisment of slavery, see “Previous attempts at solving the issue” 

 
IV. Previous attempts at solving the issue: 

While the US, UK and France, being world powers who had already abolished 

slavery, had signed many unnamed treaties with individual countries to regulate and 
eliminate the slave trade, big worldwide efforts wouldn’t be made until after WW1. 

When, following the First World War, the International Labour Organization 

was created, as part of the League of Nations, the abolishment of slavery was one of 
its aims. This eventually lead to the ILO backed Slavery Convention of 1926 

(History). 
The Slavery Convention defined slavery as “the status or condition of a 

person over whom any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are 

exercised” and declared that all parties (the members of the League) sould be 
working “To bring about, progressively and as soon as possible, the complete 

abolition of slavery in all its forms”. Although it did not have any means of controlling 
or enforcing progress, the convention is considered to be a stepping stone in the 

international recognition of slavery as immoral (UN). 

 
While the League of Nations faded into darkness and was dissolved after 

WW2, the ILO remained active throughout the war and was eventually incorporated, 
with all its treaties, as one of the founding agencies of the United Nations. Article 13 

of the Charter of the United Nations states: “The General Assembly shall initiate 

studies and make recommendations for the purpose of [] promoting international 
co-operation [] assisting in the realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms 

for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.” (Charter).  
In 1948, the UN General Assembly adopted the “Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights”, which declared slavery to be inhumane in that it hindered the 

concept that all human being are born free (Universal). 
In 1956, an additional protocol to the Slavery Convention, known as the 

“Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and 
Institutions and Practices Similar to Slavery” was adopted by the UN. Among other 



things, it finally included practices like debt bondage, serfdom and forced marriage 
under the definition of slavery. It also included specific actions members were 

advised to undertake to achieve the aims of the treaty (Slavery C.). 
The following year, in 1957, the ILO adopted the “Abolition of Forced Labour 

Convention”, which furthermore limited the right of signatory states to demand 

compulsory labour as a means of punishment for “racial, social, national or religious 
discrimination”, among others (Abolition). 

In 2014, the “Protocol of 2014 to the Forced Labour Convention” was 
adopted. It reinforced the points of the previous treaties and recognized public 

literacy on the topic as a means of preventing forced labour (“P029 [...] 1930.”). 

 
Although all of these treaties are examples of international cooperation, not all 

countries have ratified these documents. The 2014 protocol, for instance, still has to 
be ratified by major powers, like the USA, Japan, India, China, and Italy. While these 

ratifications always take time, it is something that has to be brought up  (“P029 [...] 

Ratifications [...]”).  
China, for instance, does not recognize any of the treaties. While its UN 

delegation, at the time led by the Republic of China, did ratify the 1926 Slavery 
Convention in 1955, the government of the People’s Republic of China, upon gaining 

control of the delegation, declared all treaties signed by its predecessor void. It has 

yet to formally recognize that ratification and join the treaties. 
 

V. Agencies involved: 
To this day, matters regarding the abolition of slavery and forced labour have 

been almost exclusively hadeld by the International Labour Organization. They have 

direct oversight over working conditions all around the world and are usually the first 
to identify dangerous situations (History). 

The General Assembly has been often called to ratify some ILO treaties, 
adopting them as UN resolutions. A claim can be made that part of the prevention 

responsibilities should fall under the “United Nations Industrial Development 

Organization”. 
 
 
 



VI. Main countries involved: 
According to the Global Slavery Index 2018 report, people in India, China, 

Pakistan, North Korea, Nigeria, Iran, Indonesia, Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Russia, and the Philippines “account for 60 percent of people living in modern 

slavery and over half the world’s population.” (Global). 

 

 
 

The map shown above represents the relation between the number of 

estimated people in forced labour and the country’s population. North Korea has 

once again ended up at the top of the list. The country, which lacks economic 
development, operates on a modern feudal system in rural areas, not unlike Europe 

over 150 years ago. 
It is to be noted that China has such a low index because of its very large 

population. Although it does not reach as high as rural India, China has been proven 

to use forced labor in some instances. Big chinese corporations, for instance, often 
use dirt-poor workers and are not subject to international oversight. China also 

seems to have violated the Forced Labour Convention, since it is rumored to be 
using forced labour in its Uighur concentration camps, in which prisoners are 

captured on the basis of race (Global). 
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