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Findings

 • The Outlaw Ocean Project, the New Yorker, and the Envi-
ronmental Justice Foundation separately identified practices 
indicating forced labor in the Chinese seafood industry. The 
reporting found that International Labour Organization (ILO) 
indicators of forced labor were present onboard Chinese fishing 
vessels and that Turkic and Muslim workers from the Xinji-
ang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) and North Korea were 
likely subjected to forced labor in the seafood processing indus-
try.

 • Forced employment and poverty alleviation policies involving 
Turkic Muslims from the XUAR continued during the report-
ing year, and they are set to continue at least through 2025. 
Reports found that gold and aluminum were likely tainted by 
forced labor involving Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims from 
the XUAR, and witnesses at a Commission hearing found that 
audits were unreliable when investigating instances of forced 
labor in and from the XUAR.

 • Scamming organizations in Southeast Asia, including many 
run by Chinese nationals, continued to force individuals from 
China and other countries to work in compounds carrying out 
online scam operations targeting people around the world.

 • In a March 2024 hearing held by the Commission, witnesses 
expressed concern that large-scale collection of the DNA of Uy-
ghurs and others in the XUAR could be used to match organs 
for forced removal. Forced organ removal is considered a form 
of human trafficking by the U.N.
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China’s Human Trafficking and Forced Labor  
Obligations under International Law

The Chinese government is obligated to combat human traffick-
ing and enact legislation criminalizing human trafficking as a State 
Party to the U.N. Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Traf-
ficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children (Palermo Proto-
col),1 and has also committed to obligations to combat forced labor 
under the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) Forced Labour 
Convention of 1930 2 and Abolition of Forced Labour Convention of 
1957.3

In 2024, the ILO released an updated framework to identify 
forced labor of adults, specifying conditions of involuntary work and 
coercion.4 While there is no set list of indicators that guarantee the 
existence of either condition, according to the ILO, several practices 
could “signal situations” of involuntary and/or coerced work.5 For 
example, involuntary work indicators include worker recruitment of 
a deceptive, fraudulent, forced, or debt-linked nature, as well as em-
ployment in hazardous, abusive, and state-imposed conditions that 
may not allow for employment termination.6 Likewise, physical or 
sexual violence, abuse of isolation, movement restrictions, reten-
tion or restriction of worker assets, and abuse of vulnerability and 
state authority may indicate coercion.7 The revised ILO guidelines 
strengthen methodologies for identifying non-internment state-im-
posed forced labor, allowing researchers to capture more accurately 
the complexities of systemic coercion in regions such as the Xinji-
ang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR).8 [For more information on 
how the updated ILO framework addresses Uyghur forced labor, see 
Chapter 10—Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.]

Recent State Department Reporting on Human Trafficking 
Activities in China and Macau

The U.S. Department of State, through its annual Trafficking in 
Persons (TIP) report, documented continued 9 shortcomings in the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Macau governments’ efforts 
to combat human trafficking in recent years. The 2022 TIP report 
downgraded Macau to Tier 3 10 in part because the Macau govern-
ment did not identify or provide services to human trafficking vic-
tims, nor did it initiate any trafficking prosecutions.11 As of June 
2024, the U.S. State Department asserted that the Macau govern-
ment had not convicted a trafficker since 2021 and has never iden-
tified a victim of forced labor, despite years of reports of human 
traffickers exploiting victims in Macau.12 China remained at Tier 3 
for the 2024 TIP report.13 The U.S. State Department noted that de-
spite failing to meet minimum standards for eliminating trafficking 
and not making significant efforts to do so, the PRC government did 
take some steps to address the trafficking of women and children 
in 2024, including combating online scam operations and human 
trafficking involving PRC nationals in Southeast Asia and creating 
a new anti-trafficking group called the National Special Action De-
ployment Meeting.14 However, the PRC government allocated ex-
tensive resources toward the widespread forced labor of ethnic and 
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religious minority groups and foreign nationals, particularly in the 
XUAR and Belt and Road Initiative host countries, under the guise 
of “deradicalization,” as well as “poverty alleviation” and “labor dis-
patch programs,” respectively.15

Forced Labor in the Seafood Industry

During this year’s reporting cycle, The Outlaw Ocean Project, a 
Washington D.C.-based human rights non-profit journalist organiza-
tion,16 the New Yorker, and the Environmental Justice Foundation 
reported the presence of forced labor in the Chinese seafood indus-
try: 17

 • Forced labor onboard Chinese distant water fishing 
vessels.18 In October 2023, reports revealed practices indicat-
ing forced labor onboard Chinese distant water fishing vessels, 
including deception, restriction of movement, isolation, physical 
violence, retention of identity documents, and abusive working 
and living conditions.19 The reporting also found cases of sick-
ness and death due to neglect.20 Between 2018 and 2022, the 
PRC government gave more than US$17 million in subsidies 
to companies where at least 50 ships had “engaged in fishing 
crimes or had deaths or injuries onboard—at least some of 
which were likely the result of unsafe labor conditions.” 21 The 
PRC government owns a majority of the country’s distant water 
fishing industry, including 20 percent of China’s squid ships.22 
Furthermore, an April 2024 report found that individuals on-
board Chinese distant water fishing vessels in the Southwest 
Indian Ocean between 2017 and 2023 were subjected to prac-
tices indicating forced labor.23 The Chinese government encour-
aged Chinese distant water fishing companies to invest in the 
region.24

 • Forced labor transfers in seafood processing. Uyghurs 
and other individuals from the XUAR working in the seafood 
industry were subjected to forced labor transfers, surveillance, 
and patriotic education.25 Individuals from the XUAR who resist 
participating in government-sponsored labor transfer programs 
may face reprisals from authorities.26 Between 2018 and 2023, 
The Outlaw Ocean Project estimated that the U.S. Government 
spent more than US$200 million on seafood from importers tied 
to Uyghur labor, for use in public schools, military bases, and 
federal prisons.27

 • North Korean workers in Chinese seafood processing. 
North Koreans dispatched to work in China-based factories 
producing seafood 28 were subjected to mistreatment including 
withholding of wages, excessive overtime, restriction of move-
ment, intimidation and threats, physical and sexual violence, 
and abusive living and working conditions, which are practices 
that indicate forced labor.29

U.S. law prohibits importing goods produced with forced labor.30 
Fishing catches by Chinese companies are difficult to trace, and 
companies known to subject crews to practices indicating forced 
labor were linked to seafood exports to the United States.31 Addi-
tionally, seafood produced by workers from North Korea and the 
XUAR were linked to companies that import seafood into the United 
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States.32 Under U.S. law, goods produced in the XUAR or by the la-
bor of North Korean nationals are presumed to be tainted by forced 
labor.33 Experts warned against relying on audits to certify that 
forced labor is not being used in seafood production, as auditors 
rely on government translators and rarely speak directly to workers, 
perhaps to avoid angering the companies that have hired them, and 
because of fears that workers will face reprisals for reporting abus-
es, among other factors.34 They cited examples of victims of forced 
labor from North Korea and the XUAR who worked in factories that 
had been certified by auditing agencies.35 In an October 2023 Com-
mission hearing, Ian Urbina, director and founder of The Outlaw 
Ocean Project, described China as “the most opaque of settings, the 
most prone to illegal fishing practices, and . . . the most dependent 
on forced labor.” 36

Forced Labor in and from the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region

The forced labor of Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims in and 
from the XUAR remained 37 a concern during the Commission’s 
2024 reporting year:

 • Forced labor transfer programs to continue. The PRC 
government continued to subject Uyghurs and other individuals 
to forced labor under coercive “labor transfer” programs that 
placed them in work settings in the XUAR and throughout Chi-
na.38 According to an analysis of government policy documents 
by scholar Adrian Zenz, “coercive XUAR employment and pov-
erty alleviation policies are to continue at least through 2025. 
XUAR state and media sources document that these policies 
continue to be implemented.” 39

 • Mining industry in the XUAR linked to forced labor. 
According to C4ADS, a non-profit research organization, and 
Global Rights Compliance, an international legal practice, PRC 
gold mining companies in the XUAR received labor transfers 
of Uyghur workers, “which are at high risk of being forced la-
bor.” 40 XUAR-based gold mining companies were listed in in-
vestment, index, and retirement funds and were accredited by 
major accrediting organizations.41 Gold produced by these com-
panies may also have entered the supply chains of major West-
ern companies.42 According to a February 2024 report by Hu-
man Rights Watch (HRW), major aluminum companies, as well 
as coal companies supplying energy to aluminum companies, 
participated in forced labor transfer programs.43 Nine percent 
of global aluminum is reportedly produced in the XUAR, and 
the HRW report found links between aluminum produced in the 
XUAR and global supply chains for cars and car parts.44 The re-
port asserted that the PRC government threatens reprisals and 
exerts pressure on carmakers for investigating links to XUAR, 
which has contributed to poor mapping of the supply chain for 
aluminum parts.45

 • Audits are unreliable for detecting forced labor in and 
from the XUAR. International brands have pointed to their 
use of audits to prove that their supply chains are not tainted 
by forced labor in and from the XUAR.46 Witnesses at an April 
2024 hearing held by the Commission, however, highlighted 47 
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the continued unreliability of using audits to uncover instances 
of the forced labor of workers in and from the XUAR.48 Indeed, 
some auditors themselves conceded that audits may be ineffec-
tive tools for ascertaining whether or not Uyghurs and other in-
dividuals in and from the XUAR are subjected to forced labor.49

 • Products made with cotton from the XUAR entered 
the United States. According to separate tests commissioned 
by U.S. Customs and Border Protection and conducted by iso-
tope testing firm Stratum Reservoir and DNA lab Applied DNA 
Sciences, some cotton products that entered the United States 
showed traces of cotton produced in the XUAR.50 57 percent 
of the cotton products that tested positive for Xinjiang cotton 
“featured labels that claimed the origin of the merchandise was 
U.S.-only.” 51 According to reporting from the Sourcing Journal, 
some of the products containing cotton from the XUAR may also 
have been imported into the United States under the de mini-
mis threshold which “subjects them to less scrutiny even though 
they’re not exempt from the [Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention 
Act].” 52

Cross-Border Trafficking

During the Commission’s 2024 reporting year, China remained 53 
both a source and destination country for human trafficking across 
international borders. Examples of cross-border trafficking during 
this reporting year include the following:

 • Forced marriage. This past year, the Commission observed 
reports that found women from North Korea and Cambodia 
were trafficked in China for the purpose of forced marriage.54 
Reports indicate that these women were promised improved 
economic circumstances before being forced into marriage.55 
Decades of government-imposed birth limits combined with a 
traditional preference for sons have led to a sex ratio imbalance 
in China.56 This imbalance has created a demand for marriage-
able women that may contribute to human trafficking for the 
purpose of forced marriage.57 [For more information about the 
trafficking of North Korean women, see Chapter 15—North Ko-
rean Refugees in China. For more information about how family 
planning policies affect the sex ratio imbalance in China, see 
Chapter 9—Population Control.]

 • Chinese nationals forced to conduct international on-
line scams. Reporting from the United Nations and others 
found that scamming organizations in Southeast Asia forced 
individuals from China and other countries to work in com-
pounds carrying out online scam operations targeting people 
around the world.58 Victims were subjected to practices indicat-
ing forced labor including deception, isolation and restriction of 
movement, retention of identity documents, physical violence, 
debt bondage, and intimidation and threats.59 In many cases, 
the scamming organizations were run by Chinese nationals.60 
In October 2023, it was reported that regional and Chinese au-
thorities cracked down on thousands of people participating in 
the scams, but local elites and criminal networks continue to 
evade authorities.61
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Domestic Trafficking

During this reporting year, the Commission continued 62 to observe 
reports concerning cases of domestic human trafficking in China:

 • In March 2024, official Chinese media announced the 
launch of a new nationwide operation to combat the hu-
man trafficking of women and children in China.63 Due 
to the definition of trafficking under Chinese law, such reporting 
on child trafficking likely included cases of illegal adoption.64

 • In Hong Kong, migrant domestic workers (MDWs) re-
mained 65 at risk of exploitation. Two regulations—one re-
quiring MDWs to live with their employers (the live-in rule) 66 
and another requiring them to leave Hong Kong within two 
weeks of contract termination 67—contributed to MDWs’ risk 
of exploitation.68 Hong Kong-based news outlets reported that 
MDWs have been subjected to practices indicating forced labor 
such as deception, debt bondage, physical violence, withholding 
of wages, and excessive overtime.69

CONCERN THAT DNA COLLECTED FROM UYGHURS 
COULD BE USED FOR FORCED ORGAN REMOVAL 

International experts continued 70 to raise concerns about the 
data collection of DNA samples of Uyghurs and other Turkic Mus-
lim groups in the XUAR. In a March hearing held by the Commis-
sion, witnesses expressed concern that large-scale collection of the 
DNA of Uyghurs and others in the XUAR could be used to match 
organs for forced removal.71 According to testimony from Australian 
National University (Canberra) doctoral candidate Matthew Robert-
son, an analysis of PRC Public Security Bureau records suggests 
that over 200,000 detainees in two XUAR counties were targeted for 
involuntary DNA and blood sampling.72 Maya Mitalipova, Director 
of the Human Stem Cell Laboratory at Massachusetts Institute for 
Technology’s Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research, asserted 
in her testimony before the Commission that the PRC government 
is investing billions of dollars to sequence the DNA of large ethnic 
minority populations in the XUAR and the Tibet Autonomous Re-
gion, and is acquiring DNA sequencing data internationally to build 
the world’s largest DNA database.73
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