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Introduction 

The abuse of workers in developing countries is not an unfamiliar topic to the international community. 

Reported by the International Trade Union Confederation (ITCU), in 2019, 59% of all countries have impeded the 

registrations of worker unions. Furthermore, 80% of the countries have violated worker’s right to collectively 

bargain. Workers in 52 different countries experience violence at workplace. In all countries mistreating their 

worker, ten worst countries are Algeria, Bangladesh, Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, Kazakhstan, the Philippines, 

Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Zimbabwe. Regions with most severe worker abuse are the Middle East and North 

African, where many developing countries are located. Unfortunately, the situation has grew worse from 2018 to 

2019. As stated in the ITCU Global Rights Index 2019, “the number of countries which exclude workers from the 

right to establish or join a trade union increased from 92 in 2018 to 107 in 2019.”  

The complex reason behind violations of worker’s rights composites of economic, political, and 

technological issues in developing nations. Such issues are explained in the following report. Overall, the 

companies are either unable or unwilling (sometimes both) to stop abusive practices in management. To tackle this 

problem, the international community have implemented different solutions, in which some are more effective than 

the others. Some solutions address specific industries, and some others tried to reduce abuse of workers as a whole. 

Nevertheless, it is apparent that more effort is needed to eliminate the abuse once and for all.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Abuse 

According to Merriam-Webster, abuse refers to physical maltreatment or language that condemns or 

vilifies usually unjustly, intemperately, and angrily. In this case, abuse of workers includes both physical and verbal 

abuse, and unfair treatments such as long working hours, low wages, and dangerous working environment. 

Fair trade 
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Fair trade is an institutional program that enables workers and farmers trade in better conditions. It gives 

the producers of products the access to consumers and allows the products to be sold as a reasonable price, which is 

higher than what they were sold for originally.  

Labor rights 

Labor rights, according to the International Labor Organization, are “fundamental principles and rights at 

work” such as “freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining; 

elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labor; effective abolition of child labor; and elimination of 

discrimination in respect of employment and occupation.” 

Sweatshop 

A sweatshop is a workplace where the employees are suffering from low wages, long working hours and 

poor working conditions. Many economists believe that sweatshops are integral to global economy and claim that 

they are beneficial to Third World workers. Others view sweatshops as inhumane.  

 

Background 

Causes 

Technological  

Companies in the developing world tend to adopt older production technologies and managing strategies. It 

takes time for innovations to be spread to the whole world. Resulting from poor access to most recent 

information, these companies are not aware of methods they could use to enhance the productivity of the 

employees. Sometime, the companies know the new methods, but do not understand how much benefit the 

methods will bring. 2013, according to an experiment conducted by Bloom et. al, Indian firms that have 

received new information from consulting service showed improvements in their performance. Moreover, 

firms in developing countries are often too small to have sufficiently long expected time horizon to enjoy 

the expected benefits brought by new methods. Overall, due to such limitations, companies in the 

developing world are forced to use inefficient methods. In order to make more money, companies choose 

to cut off wages and spend minimal on improving working conditions.  

Economical 

Further on the long-expected time horizon, small firms in the developing world are not willing to invest in 

anything (e.g. installing air-conditioners to encourage workers to be more productive) that could bring 

benefit in the long term but not in the short term. This is because small and new firms are more likely to be 

closed, and it is very possible that the company is closed without making enough money to cover up the 

cost on improving working conditions. In other words, it is not worthy to invest in improving working 
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conditions because it will take time to pay off. In addition, the international customers demand shorter lead 

time for companies to plan their productions. As a result, these companies are setting longer workdays to 

finish the production by tight deadlines. To keep the workers, companies have formulated policies to force 

worker to work for longer hours. The policies might include verbal abuse, locking doors, and offering 

shorter contracts that workers who refuse to work overtime will be dismissed.  

Poverty 

Apparently, poverty is an underlying reason why so many workers are suffering in sweatshops in the 

developing world. People are desperate for a job – even if it provides minimum wage – and they do not 

have the power to resign or bargain because they are running the risk to losing their only source of income.  

Case studies  

This section includes several case studies on the abuse of worker in developing countries.  

Garment industry  

According to reported by Global Labor Justice in 2018, female workers on Gap and H&M’s garment 

supply chains are suffering from physical and sexual abuse, and this is believed to be caused by the 

pressure in meeting production deadlines. Allegations have been made in several Asian countries: 

Bangladesh, Cambodia, India, Indonesia and Sri Lanka. “H&M and Gap’s fast fashion supply chain model 

creates unreasonable production targets and underbid contracts,” said the US director of Global Labor 

Justice, “resulting in women working unpaid overtime and working very fast under extreme pressure.” 

Director of Central Cambodia (non-governmental organization) Tola Moeun explains that many other cases 

are not reported because the workers were afraid of being retaliated at their workplace. One woman at the 

Sri Lankan H&M factory complained that when girls say no to abuse from operators, the operators take 

their revenge by giving the girls broken machines and scold them for not meeting the target. In response, 

both Gap and H&M have promised to investigate the issue and eliminate gender-based abuse.  

Electronics industry 

The electrical manufacturing industry is one that can bring a tremendous amount of profit. Foxconn’s 

Longhua plant, a major manufacture of Apple products, was one of the dominant employers in its field. 

Unfortunately, it is best known for a series of suicides in 2010. Within one year, 18 workers have 

committed suicide and 14 have succeeded. According to the suicide notes and survivors, they have made 

such decisions because of overwhelming stress, overtime working, aggressive management, and unfair 

fines. One worker has reported that she had to wipe a special polish on the display for 1,700 iPhones a day, 

which means she has to work out 3 phones in 1 minute for 12 hours. Another worker explained to the 

journalist that a worker must compose an apology letter and read it out loud to everyone if the manager 

believes that the worker has made a mistake.  
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Plantations  

Plantations were often linked with slavery in the past few centuries. Surprisingly, this link still exists in the 

modern era. In 2015, the BBC published an indictment on the Indian tea plantations and condemned the 

harsh working conditions at the plantations. Reports showed that not only were the workers paid minimal, 

they were not protected from the chemicals used at workplace. Moreover, there were young children 

working in the fields in the documentary. There was quick response in the international community, but no 

clear solutions were made.  

70% of the world’s cocoa is supplied by western African countries, notably Ghana and Ivory Coast. 

However, the industry relies heavily on child labor. Children are sold to farm owners and trafficker by their 

families. Not only did they start to work at a very young age, but they are also exposed to dangerous 

working environment and frequent physical abuse.   

 

Major Parties Involved 

Bangladesh   

In 2019, Bangladesh was reported by the International Trade Union Confederation to be one of the ten 

worst countries for worker’s rights. Workers get paid on average 3,000 taka a month, which is lower than living 

wage of 5,000 taka a month. Their work hours are 14 to 17 hours per day, 7 days a week. From 1990 to 2015, over 

400 workers has died and several thousands of workers are injured in four major factory fires. 

China  

As China continues to develop, worker safety is being improved. However, it is still common for accidents 

(even deaths) to happen at workplace. According to Ministry of Emergency Management of China, there were 

approximately 134 accidents related to work each day in the year 2018. To keep up with fast rate in economic 

growth in the country, employers value efficiency (in making profit) more than work safety. Forced labor is another 

problem in China. Vulnerable people, children, elderly people and people with disabilities, from rural China were 

being kidnapped and enslaved in the brick kilns.  

India  

India’s economy is developing at a rapid speed. Therefore, more workers are needed; over 80% of the 

workers are working longer hours than the initial agreement, and among these 80% are children, elders and 

disabled. These workers are verbally abused by the supervisors through scolding and insulting languages. 

Sometimes, the abuse can be physical violence of beating. According to Indian Institute of Techology around 

48,000 people die at work each year.  

International Labor Organization (ILO) 
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The International Labor Organization (ILO) is a United Nations agency that is, according to their official 

website, “devoted to promoting social justice and internationally recognized human and labor rights, pursuing its 

founding mission that social justice is essential to universal and lasting peace.” The ILO has been actively involved 

in bring together workers, employers and governments to fulfill the needs and protect the rights of the workers.  

Saudi Arabia  

In Saudi Arabia, different from the other countries, includes a large percentage of foreign labor; however, 

both domestic and foreign workers are being abused mentally and physically. According to a research conducted by 

Human Rights Watch, workers work 15 to 20 hours a day with no break in between. The workers are provided with 

little to no healthcare and live in basements or even bathrooms. Some workers are treated like slaves. Another 

pressing issue is of the female workers. They are sexually and physically abused, and they testimony carry only 

half the weight of males; therefore, allowing the male employer to completely overpower the female workers. 

United States of America 

Although the United States of America is not a developing country, many US-based companies have 

opened factories in developing countries. Some of the factories producing products for American companies such 

as Gap, H&M, and Apple are condemned for mistreating workers.  

 

Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

Led by fair trade organizations, several fair trade programs aim to alleviate poverty in developing countries 

have been launched. These programs provide Third World farmers a stable platform to trade their products with a 

fair price. For instance, a 100% fair trade chocolate factory founded by Trade Aid opened in New Zealand. 

Traditionally, cocoa beans are grown in developing countries, and then exported to Western countries for 

manufacture. Trade Aid use cocoa beans that are “grown, harvested, dried and processed into cocoa butter and 

liquor by the CONACADO cocoa co-operative in the Dominican Republic” (World Fair Trade Organization), and 

the sugar is from a co-operative own by farmer in Paraguay. One downside of fair trade is that it targets certain 

products, meaning that not all industry has access to fair trade. Cocoa and coffee are two famous examples of 

successful fair trade products. However, others such as garment industry are not included. Moreover, criticism 

argue that fair trade is negatively impacting the market by raising the price without considering issues like 

oversupply. It is suspected that this method will not work in the long term.  

The United Nations have established a program, Better Work, for improving the working conditions in garment 

industry across seven developing nations (Bangladesh, Cambodia, Haiti, Indonesia, Jordan, Nicaragua and Viet 

Nam). Approximately 1,300 factories and over 1.6 million workers are involved in the program. So far, it has made 

significant changes in the calling for reasonable working hours, fair payment and eliminating abuse. Nevertheless, 

not much is being done considering numerous workers in the developing world that do not have access to aid.  
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Another method of improving working conditions is to enhance the efficiency of production by employing 

“lean” manufacturing. On a traditional supply line, manufacturing is divided into sections, and one worker is often 

specialized in doing a single task. In this case, some parts of the production might be done faster than others, and 

this results in a delay of the production as a whole. To address this issue, Nike launched a lean manufacturing 

program in 2009. Workers under lean environment would be able to work on various tasks and be involved in 

improving the process. It is proven by research that not only does lean practices have a positive effect on 

productivity, but it also helps with labor compliance. According to the studies, 15% of the labor violations was 

reduced after adopting lean practices. Furthermore, although not statistically significant, lean practices are having 

positive impact on health compliance. Stanford political economy professor Jens Hainmueller believed that lean 

allows the managers to invest more in training the workers, which then leads to more motivation and appropriate 

terms of employment. This method has been working in many Southeast Asian countries, but did not succeed in 

China, which Hainmueller claimed was a result of the complex relationship between workers, companies and the 

government. 

 

Possible Solutions 

• The government of involving nations can set laws and regulations regarding the mandatory basic working 

conditions of the workers for the employers to follow, therefore, ensuring the rights and improving the 

working conditions of the workers. The regulations can consider the protection of child workers (consider 

the minimum work age), the safety of the workers and the health of the workers. Punishments to those who 

do not follow these regulations can also be discussed. 

• Inspections and monitoring can allow the government to find corporations that are abusing the workers 

and, in turn, punish the involving personnel and make sure the corporations are following the regulations 

set by the government. If the government is not capable of inspecting on its own, they should receive some 

help from organizations specialized for protecting rights of the workers. Through inspections and 

monitoring, governments can check on the implementation of the laws set in the previous point.  

• One of the key causes for the abuse of workers is the companies’ urge to maximize their profit. Therefore, 

an alternative to stop the firms from exploiting workers could be to alleviate economy in developing 

countries. Delegates could adapt previous solutions such as fair trade but to make them more suitable for 

the situation. One approach is to find ways to balance the downsides (e.g. unreasonable price in the fair-

trade market) of old methods. 

• Further on tackling the financial difficulties of the companies, the international community could provide 

funds for firms that follow the regulations and constantly report to the world on how they are keeping to 

worker rights. As previously mentioned, companies exploit workers to make more profit. Their abusive 

behavior can be mitigated if there is compensation. This method would work with adequate regulations and 

inspections.  
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• For the workers that were abused, education and rehabilitation may allow them to fit into the society.  

Education can provide the workers, especially underaged workers, an opportunity to learn new skills or 

pursue a higher degree of education, improving the life quality of the workers. Rehabilitation can target 

workers that were injured mentally or physically in the workplace and provide guidance to those that are 

struggling. Countries are suggested to collaborate with organizations if they cannot establish rehabilitation 

programs on their own. Less Economically Developed Countries (LEDCs) are suggested to collaborate 

with organizations if they cannot establish rehabilitation programs on their own. LEDCs can also consider 

asking for help from More Economically Developed Countries (MEDCs), which might donate as nations or 

encourage wealthy individuals to donate. 
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