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Malaysia’s dirty gloves
Malaysia’s manufacturers of disposable gloves have profited during the pandemic 
from the cheap labour of poor Asian migrants, who often end up in debt bondage
Peter Bengtsen | Original text in English

and Vanguard Group. Vanguard said 
it ‘monitor[s] portfolio companies for 
human rights abuses’ and engages with 
them continuously on supply chain 
management. BlackRock did not reply, 
despite its commitment to sustainable 
investment. Nor did SSGA.

This lack of transparency and com-
mitment is unsurprising: audits of for-
eign suppliers are largely entrusted to 
private audit firms, which do not make 
their findings public. According to 
industry sources who insisted on anon - 
ymity, firms such as Intertek, Under-
writers Laboratories (UL) of the US, 
and SGS of Switzerland, all multi-mil-
lion-dollar multinationals, check work-
place conditions among Malaysia’s 
glove manufacturers. None comment-
ed on the evidence of forced labour I 
had uncovered. Professionals involved 
in social audits said it was no secret  
that workers incur huge debts to pay 
recruitment fees, but that auditors did 
not see this as conclusive evidence of 
slavery.

Tiny civil society groups

The audits are paid for by multina-
tionals. In 2019 the NGO Clean Clothes 
Campaign published an analysis of 200 
audit failures, and one of its authors, 
Ben Vanpeperstraete, said, ‘Evidence 
clearly shows that the social audit par-
adigm has failed in protecting workers. 
Instead, it has protected the reputation 
of brands and their business models, 
while standing in the way of more 
effective models.’4

What corporate social responsibil ity 
(CSR) by some of the world’s biggest 
multinationals and investors fails to 
do is sometimes achieved by tiny civil 
society groups and media exposure. 
In 2019 there were three unprecedent-
ed compensation deals for exploit-
ed workers in Southeast Asia, after 
months of investigation and pressure 
from Transparentem ($1.8m for 2,500 
migrant workers in Malaysia’s appar-
el industry over recruitment fees),5 
Electronics Watch ($10m for 10,000 
migrant workers in Thailand’s elec-
tronics industry)6 and Workers Rights 
Consortium ($4.5m for 2,000 apparel 
workers in Indonesia).7

In Malaysia, significant change came 
on 1 October 2019, when US Customs 
and Border Protection took the unu-
sual decision to ban imports of rubber 
gloves from the Malaysian manufact - 
urer WRP Asia Pacific because of forced 
labour concerns. The ban shook the 
glove industry. Malaysia’s human re - 
sources minister promised new pro-
tective measures under the Employ-
ment Act,8 and warned that more com - 
panies could face bans if they did not 
eliminate forced labour. This came 
true in July 2020, when the US banned 
imports from Malaysian subsidiaries 
of the world’s biggest manufacturer, 
Top Glove.

The effects were immediate and of 
unprecedented scale. Three weeks later, 
Top Glove announced it would refund 
around $12m in recruitment fees to 
migrant workers, hoping that the US 
would lift its import ban. Hartalega 
then disclosed it would reimburse 
workers nearly $10m. Supermax said it 
had started the process of calculating 
compensation payments. Top Glove 
later almost tripled its compensation 
to around $34m, while Kossan Rubber 
Industries announced payments of 

Se l i f, 1 a factory worker from 
Bangladesh, is one of many mi-
grant workers I have talked to 
about forced labour conditions 

in Malaysia in recent years. Over a 
restaurant meal in Kuala Lumpur’s 
industrial outskirts in late 2019, he said 
that ‘everyone I know here has paid 
huge amounts to agents to get jobs 
over the years’ and had their passports 
confiscated to make sure they did not 
leave their employers.

Selif has worked for a decade for one 
of Malaysia’s biggest manufacturers of 
rubber gloves, with major customers in 
European and American health sectors. 
However, debt bondage is endemic in 
all Malaysia’s export industries, includ- 
ing electronics and apparel. In 2018 
Malaysia exported $44.8bn worth of 
microelectronics and $4.2bn worth of 
apparel; in 2020, as the world’s biggest 
producer of rubber gloves, it supplied 
almost 70% of global demand.2

Migrants make up 20-30% of Ma-
laysia’s workforce, according to the 
World Trade Organisation. They in-
clude Nepalis, Bangladeshis, Burmese 
and many others, for whom Malaysian 
rates of pay are an opportunity to better 
provide for those back home, though 
at the cost of long years away from 
their families. In 2018 the remittance 
outflow from Malaysia was over $10bn.3

Fines and suspensions

Many of the other workers eating at the 
restaurant had similar stories to Selif’s, 
and like him they ate quickly, anxious 
to make it back to their hostel before 
curfew. They said that if they were 
late, or stayed out overnight without 
permission, they could be fined up to 
half a month’s basic wages. Selif said, 
‘Fines and suspensions are common 
here.’ I was told that a young employee 
had recently dozed off at his position 
and been suspended; for newcomers, 
working 12 hours a day for up to 30 days 
without a day off is a brutal change 
from their previous life.

The migrants often borrow heavily, at 
exorbitant rates, to pay recruitment 
agents for jobs in Malaysia. Bangla-
deshi workers I interviewed had paid 
between $4,150 and $4,830 to recruit-
ment agents in their home country. 
With the minimum wage at $270 (1,100 
Malaysian ringgit) per month in 2019, 
and most earning no more than $450 
per month including overtime, it would 
take years to recoup. Nepalese inter-
viewees had paid agents $1,230-1,400.

Many are keen to work overtime, 
legal or not, to escape the debt trap. 
Others would like to leave but lack the 
courage. Asad said, ‘I can’t stand it any 
more. If I could, I would go home, even 
if it means losing money and more 
debt. But I can’t: they’ve taken my 
passport away, and I’m afraid of getting 
caught and beaten.’

Urmila Bhoola, UN Special Rappor-
teur on Contemporary Forms of Slav-
ery 2014-20, said, ‘Forced labour is a 
real risk for migrant workers from poor - 
er parts of the world, who incur sub-
stantial debts to pay to get a job abroad, 
many times on false promises by re-
cruiters. They become further depend-
ent on employers, who know they have 
paid fees worth months or years of 
their salary.’

Western firms take advantage of 
Malaysia’s cheap labour through off-
shoring. Though many multinationals 
prohibit forced labour in their supplier 
code of conduct, it continues to flour-
ish in global supply chains.

Customers of the glove manufactur-
ers I investigated included Fortune 500 
firms like McKesson (the world’s 16th 
largest company by turnover), Owens 
& Minor (332nd), Henry Schein (304th) 
and Medline Industries. McKesson, 
Henry Schein and Medline said they ex 
pected their suppliers to comply with 
all relevant obligations, but did not 
comment on actual working condit-
ions at their Malaysian subcontractors. 
Their shareholders include big asset 
management firms such as BlackRock, 
State Street Global Advisors (SSGA) 
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over $12m to its migrant workers. Other 
major glove manufacturers are doing 
the same to avert US bans. The ban on 
WRP Asia Pacific was lifted in March 
2020 after the company undertook to 
pay compensation of around $5.4m to 
1,600 migrant workers.

The repayment processes will take 
months or even years and should be 
monitored closely, because this could 
force workers to accept poor working 
conditions out of fear of losing repay-
ments if they quit. No foreign brands 
have been reported as contributing 
financially to reimbursements, even 
though they have benefitted from the 
exploitation for years.

The EU does not penalise big multi-
national groups, although it has trade-
based instruments to block countries’ 
privileged access to its internal market 
if they don’t fulfil human rights criteria. 
Heidi Hautala, vice-president of the EU 
parliament, said, ‘The EU must be able 
to stop imports of products or services 
involving slavery and extreme exploita-
tion of the most vulnerable, such as 
migrants. The EU Commission seems 
reluctant to follow the US import ban 
model, but . . . the EU has announced 
mandatory human rights due dilig  - 
ence legislation for companies.’ In April 
2020 the EU justice commissioner, Did - 
ier Reynders, announced that such 
legislation would be introduced in 
2021, modelled on the French corpor-
ate duty of vigilance law, passed in 2017 
but not enforced as often as it should 
be because of a lack of monitoring 
mechanisms.

Stick, and underused carrot

At national level, legislation requiring 
companies to prevent human rights 
abuses in cross-border supply chains 
is increasingly being adopted, if slowly. 
Duty of vigilance laws are being draft-
ed in Germany and the Netherlands, 
and there are pending proposals or 
campaigns on such laws in 13 other Eu-
ropean countries. Robust enforcement 
and monitoring mechanisms will be re - 
quired to make it possible to sanction 
companies that source products from 
Malaysian and other manufacturers 
using forced labour. Legislation could 
also include remedies for victims.

That is the stick, but governments 
also have an underused carrot: public 
procurement, which accounts for 12% 
of GDP on average in OeCD countries. 
Their purchasing power should give 
governments the leverage to force 
companies to ensure adequate work-
ing conditions along the whole supply 
chain, but the list of forced labour 
indicators linked to glove suppliers to 
the US, UK, Swedish and Danish health 
sectors suggests they are not using it.

In Sweden, regional authorities have 
established a common code of conduct 
and contract clauses on sustainable 
procurement. Progressively, in 2019, 
they conducted and published compre-
hensive audits of three major Malay-
sian disposable glove manufacturers, 
identifying many forced labour risks. 
They repeated the audits in June 2020. 
Emma Lewau of the Östergötland reg - 
ional authority, pointed out that ‘ad-
dressing risks related to migrant work-
ers and debt bondage is a long-term 
obligation’ ◼

Peter Bengtsen is an investigative 
journalist

If I could, I would 
go home, even if 
it means losing 
money and more 
debt. But I can’t: 
they’ve taken my 
passport, and I’m 
afraid of getting 
caught and beaten
Asad

Quality control at Top Glove, Kuala 
Lumpur, August 2020


