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THE ISSUE
e forced labor of ethnic and religious minorities in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), as part of a broader pattern
of severe human rights abuses, is a significant and growing concern that demands the attention of governments and private-sector
actors across the world. Products entering the United States, Europe, and other democracies are at risk of being aﬀected by these
forced labor practices, which often occur several steps away from global brands in supply chains. Companies cannot currently easily
ensure that their products are not aﬀected by XUAR-linked forced labor because brands often cannot trace their products to origin,
and the XUAR’s important role in a number of sectors may require significant changes in sourcing practices. Moreover, global brands
seeking to exert leverage on their Chinese suppliers with regard to XUAR sourcing are reportedly seen to intervene with internal
political aﬀairs. is brief explores what the XUAR produces, the sectors that are implicated, the resulting sourcing challenges, and
the opportunities for collective action to be explored in further research.

INTRODUCTION
is brief is the first in a series that CSIS’s Human Rights
Initiative (HRI) will produce to identify how businesses,
governments, multilateral organizations, NGOs, and other
actors can work together to address XUAR-linked forced
labor. is brief enhances understanding of relevant supply
chains and includes a deeper dive into forced labor risk in
cotton production and supply chains in the XUAR. HRI’s
work has focused less on labor transfers from the XUAR
into the rest of China to avoid replicating the ongoing work
of others. e brief does not provide recommendations
but rather a starting point for a common understanding of
relevant supply chains and labor risks, helping to ground
further research and policy solutions.
e brief starts with an overview of the current policy
environment in China and the XUAR as it pertains to forced
labor practices and the products that the XUAR is producing
and exporting. Some of the statistics used are drawn from

CENTER FOR STRATEGIC &
INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

Chinese government sources, which are not necessarily
reliable but are often the only available data. e brief then
looks more deeply at how the XUAR’s forced labor practices
are linked to the textile, apparel, and footwear industries.
e third and last section discusses areas that merit more
exploration because of their ability, in combination, to
provide a path forward to address XUAR-linked forced labor.

OVERVIEW OF THE POLICY ENVIRONMENT
IN CHINA AND THE XUAR
e Chinese government has detained and “reeducated”
more than 1 million Uyghurs and other Muslim ethnic and
religious minorities in Xinjiang in an eﬀort to fully secure and
control—or stabilize—the population there.1 Some claim these
policies rise to the level of crimes against humanity.2 e
government seeks stability through a variety of measures,
including incarceration, widescale detention without
trial, and political indoctrination. Factory work, which the
government believes causes ethnic minorities to assimilate
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by acquiring the mindset and attributes of mainstream
Han Chinese culture, is an integral component of these
stabilization eﬀorts. Research indicates that ethnic minorities
may be forced to take part in these work programs.
In the poverty alleviation program, local oﬃcials are under
pressure to deliver certain quotas of people out of poverty,
which can be accomplished on paper by transferring them
from their traditional work to other jobs. Research suggests
that some of those transferred to work are not willing and
are severely underpaid, raising concerns about forced labor,
potentially at a significant scale.3 is concern is heightened by
the highly coercive and surveilled atmosphere in the XUAR.4
In addition to concerns about poverty alleviation, it is
well documented that detainees from detention facilities
were forced to work while detained or upon their release.
Finally, the number of ethnic minorities in prisons in the
XUAR due to risks of extremism (often meaning ties to their
culture or religion) increased five-fold from 2016 to 2017—
constituting 21 percent of all arrests in China—even though
the XUAR is sparsely inhabited. is introduces a significant
risk that historic patterns of forced labor in XUAR prisons
will aﬀect these new prisoners.5
Eﬀorts to put ethnic minorities to work through programs
such as poverty alleviation combine in a concerning way
with “pairing” programs. In pairing programs, mainland
Chinese provinces are partnered with specific regions of
the XUAR. For instance, the XUAR’s Aksu region is paired
with the mainland’s Zhejiang province, with much of Aksu
Industrial Park funded by Zhejiang and populated with
Zhejiang companies such as Huafu Fashion Co. Ltd.6 Each
pairing program has a sectoral focus based on the needs
of paired mainland firms in certain industries, such as
textile and agriculture sector needs in Zhejiang, Guangdong
provinces, and others.7 In other words, pairing priorities in
particular regions of the XUAR are related to the industrial
needs of their paired province. Companies involved in
pairing are expected to open factories in the XUAR and may
be asked to receive government transfers of XUAR workers
within the region itself and in their factories in mainland
China.8 Some of those transferred workers may be part
of poverty alleviation eﬀorts. Within the XUAR, detained
workers have been transferred to work in factories in the
pairing programs.9
Poverty alleviation and pairing programs both rely on
labor transfers, in which the XUAR Department of Human
Resources and Social Sciences plays a key role. According
to researcher Adrian Zenz, poverty alleviation through job
training and employment can be divided into six categories:

• Movement of laborers to other parts of the XUAR;
• Movement of laborers to other parts of China;
• Movement of laborers to Xinjiang Production and
Construction Corps (XPCC) locations for work;
• Movement of laborers into urban industrial parks;
• Movement of laborers into satellite factories (small
factories at the village level); and
• Support for small-scale self-employment.10
e diagram below shows the destination of
approximately 62,000 people transferred to work as part
of poverty alleviation.11
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Source: “Xinjiang helped 62,000 poor laborers in southern Xinjiang find employment,”
Source:
helped
initiative
Xinhua “Xinjiang
News Agency, July
20, 2018. 62,000 poor laborers in southern Xinjiang find employment,”
Xinhua News Agency, July 20, 2018.
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Due to these intertwined priority programs, combined with
the degree of coercion in the XUAR, there is an increasing
risk that products made in China that rely at least in part on
low-skilled, labor intensive manufacturing could be aﬀected
by XUAR-linked forced labor.12 Because the XUAR is closed
to the outside world, it is diﬃcult to fully understand, much
less respond, to these risks.

FOCUS AREAS FOR SECTORAL
GROWTH IN THE XUAR
e XUAR’s pairing programs focus on electronics
manufacturing, textile and apparel manufacturing,
rare earth mining, agricultural production, and plastics
production, although provinces may select other priorities
as well.13 e HRI has identified a number of the sectoral
priorities for 19 pairing programs, as well as the names of
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some of the involved companies. Agricultural products are
the most dominant priority, although textiles, electronics,
mining, chemicals, and medical equipment also appear
repeatedly.14 e Chinese government plans on doubling
manufacturing capacity in the XUAR by 2025, with apparel
and textiles forming a key element of that plan.15
e following products represent the XUAR’s top exported
goods in 2019.16
PRODUCT

EXPORT
VALUE

% OF TOTAL
EXPORTS

APPAREL

$4.49B

25.4%

FOOTWEAR

$1.81B

10.2%

ELECTRICAL MACHINERY
AND EQUIPMENT

$1.6B

9.1%

$1.15B

6.6%

TOYS AND SPORTS EQUIPMENT

$971M

5.5%

PLASTICS

$747M

4.2%

$712M

4.0%

OTHER MACHINES

(I.E., MECHANICAL APPLIANCES)

VEHICLES

(EXCLUDING RAILWAY)

Source: “Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region,” Observatory of Economic Complexity, 2019.

e XUAR’s true role in supply chains is much more
prominent than the above export data reveals because the
XUAR produces a number of commodities and products that
are then incorporated into finished products within China.
e links of the textile, apparel, and footwear (“textile and
apparel”) industry to XUAR are best understood. e XUAR
produces more than 20 percent of the world’s cotton. It is
also the third-largest producer of cashmere in China, and
China is the world’s largest cashmere producer.17 e links
of the textile and apparel sector to the XUAR are further
explored below, although other sectors may also be reliant
on components or raw materials from the region.
For example, electronics and machinery, plastics, and
agricultural products are likely to also be growth exports
for the XUAR. e data above indicates that machinery
and electronics are already important exports, although
the countries to which they are primarily destined are
not known. e pairing programs have an emphasis on
electronics, plastics, and agriculture that make them
potential areas for growing production that may connect
to global supply chains, with a risk of forced labor. e
XUAR is also an important source of rare earth metals
used in consumer electronics and aviation.18 As production
increases, these goods may also be incorporated into other
products within China and enter global supply chains
indirectly. Both an understanding of whether and to what

extent these sectors are aﬀected by forced labor, as well as
the extent to which those products are embedded in global
supply chains, deserve more exploration.
Although both Congress and the Trump administration
have highlighted concerns over the past year about forced
labor in the XUAR, exports to the United States have grown
dramatically.19 From April 2019 to April 2020, the XUAR’s
two fastest-growing export markets were the United States,
rising by more than 250 percent ($26.6 million), and Italy,
rising by over 200 percent ($7.88 million).20 is trend
suggests a degree of success in the Chinese government’s
eﬀorts to make the XUAR a global manufacturing hub. e
goods being shipped to the United States directly from the
XUAR can be seen in the following chart.21
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Source: Based
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to July
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human rights
Source:
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from
July
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to July
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initiative
analyzed by the HRI.
obtained
from ImportGenius and analyzed by the HRI.

e Trade Facilitation and Trade Enforcement Act of 2015
enables the seizure of goods produced in whole or in part
with forced labor.22 In 2020, U.S. Customs and Border
Protection issued withhold release orders for two hair
product producers and one apparel factory in the XUAR,
enabling the seizure of their products when they enter the
United States due to allegations of forced labor.23 ere
have also been allegations of forced labor in electronics and
agricultural production.24 Generally, forced labor is more
likely to occur in low-skilled jobs. Involvement in the pairing
program is believed to make it more likely that companies
will be asked to absorb workers from detention facilities or
poverty alleviation programs.25 However, the extent to which
these sectors are aﬀected by XUAR forced labor is unknown
and will be diﬃcult to assess given the impossibility of
conducting credible social and labor audits in the XUAR
at the moment. e data above should be understood in
context; it represents what is shipped directly to the United
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States and does not help elucidate products from the XUAR
that are shipped within China or to third countries for further
transformation before coming to the United States.

CASE STUDY: CHINA AND THE TEXTILE,
APPAREL, AND FOOTWEAR SUPPLY CHAIN
China generally seeks to move away from low-paying
industries and into more advanced sectors such as higherskilled manufacturing, as noted in its Made in China 2025
policy. is entails a shift from apparel manufacturing into
sectors such as aerospace, information and communications
technology (ICT), advanced rail transit equipment, and
agricultural equipment. Despite this ambition, production
of cotton, textiles, and apparel still plays a significant role
in China’s economy. In 2019, there were around 3.1 million
employees in China’s textile industry.26 In 2018, China’s
GDP was $13.6 trillion, with exports accounting for almost
20 percent.27 China’s total raw cotton, yarn, textile, and
apparel exports in 2018 constituted almost 10 percent of
the total value of Chinese exports.28 ese exports—not
including significant internal consumption—are 1.9 percent
of China’s total GDP.
Including non-cotton products and raw materials, China’s
textiles, apparel, yarn, and raw materials exports in 2018
constituted 31.6 percent of the global export market for
these goods. More specifically, China’s share of global
exports includes 30.5 percent of apparel, 41.9 percent
of textiles and rags, 46.7 percent of cotton fabrics, and
10.9 percent of cotton yarn.29 China is the world’s largest
producer of yarn, textiles, and apparel, and one of the
world’s two largest cotton producers.

e XUAR is one of the world’s largest cotton producers,
and China’s critical role in apparel production is also well
known. HRI’s research revealed several other important
factors that should be considered when seeking to
understand the sector and identify how to eradicate XUARlinked forced labor.
e first set of findings relates to supply chain structure and
dominance. First, China’s textile industry combines vertical
integration—cotton, yarn, textile, and apparel production all
within one country—with significant scale, a combination that
other countries do not currently match. Second, China is the
world’s largest global yarn production and its largest exporter.
Much of that yarn likely includes XUAR cotton, along with
cotton that China imports. Finally, China is an important
player in the global textile industry, both in terms of volume
produced and exported and the diversity and technical capacity
of its producers. ose yarn and textile exports mean that
textile and apparel products from other countries, particularly
in Southeast Asia, are likely to also be aﬀected by XUAR-linked
forced labor. Ensuring that supply chains are not aﬀected by
XUAR-linked abuses requires understanding each step of the
supply chain and making sure that alternative sources of those
inputs are available and used.

Textile, apparel, and footwear supply chains are complex
and diﬃcult to trace because of the potential roles of
middlemen and commodities traders and the practice
of blending cotton and yarn at certain stages. Brand
sourcing decisions can also make supply chains more
or less complex, depending on whether brands buy or
select their own textiles or leave those decisions to their
tier-one apparel suppliers. Cotton travels from a farm to
Although China is the world’s largest exporter of textiles and
apparel, the U.S. Department of Agriculture estimated that the a nearby gin, as it is too heavy before ginning to travel
any significant distance. In some cases, cotton may be
domestic Chinese market in 2018 accounted for 88 percent of
sold to middlemen who then sell to the gin. e gin then
textile and apparel sales, with 12 percent for export.30
sells cotton to yarn producers, again with the potential
involvement of middlemen or cotton exchanges. Yarn
China’s
2018
Textile
and Apparel
CHINA’S
2018
TEXTILE
ANDProduction
APPAREL PRODUCTION
producers then sell to textile producers, and several
diﬀerent companies may be involved in various stages
Used internally
of textile production, such as making fabric, dying, and
Exported internationally
subjecting it to other chemical processes. e textiles
then move to factories that produce apparel and footwear,
88%
also called “cut-and-sew” factories.
Equal to 30% or more
12%
of global apparel and
In addition to this complex sourcing model, some large
textile exports
Chinese companies have established vertically integrated
supply chains where they buy their cotton from farmers and
produce their own yarn, textiles, and apparel.
Source:
Republicof:of:Cotton
Cotton
and
Products
Annual Sustained
Source:Abigail
AbigailNguema,
Nguema, China-People’s
China-People’s Republic
and
Products
Annual
Sustained
Demand
Fuels
Steady
Import
Growth (Washington,
DC:April
USDA,
April 2019).
Demand
Fuels
Steady
Import
Growth
(Washington,
DC: USDA,
2019).
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COTTON PRODUCTION AND GINNING IN THE XUAR
China is one of the world’s largest cotton producers, along
with India, the United States, Pakistan, Brazil, Uzbekistan,
and Turkey. e XUAR alone accounts for over 20 percent
of the world’s production and is known for its consistent
quality, making it a desirable source of cotton.

Farmer

Aggregator

Ginning & Pressing Factory

Raw Cotton

Cotton Exchange & Traders
(only sometimes)

Yarn

Spinning mills

Weaving & Knitting

Dyeing & finishing

Fabric

Garment manufacturing

Garments

Source: WWF-India and YES BANK, Cotton Market and Sustainability in India (WWF-India,
2012), and HRI analysis.
Source: WWF-India and YES BANK, Cotton Market and
Sustainability in India (WWF-India, 2012), and HRI analysis.

e main aim of poverty alleviation programming is to
place ethnic minorities into factory work, not agricultural
production. As outlined below, there is nevertheless a
risk of forced labor in the XUAR’s cotton production and
ginning, which is impossible to fully assess today due to
a lack of free access to the region. e highly seasonal
nature of cotton harvesting and ginning requires a
sudden, concentrated burst of work that has sometimes
been filled by forced labor in various regions, including in
the XUAR. Experts believe this is a risk in farms and gins
run by the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps
(XPCC) (discussed below) but may also aﬀect other XUAR
cotton producers.
e state plays an important role in cotton production
in the XUAR. For example, the XPCC—a unique quasigovernmental paramilitary organization—is the singlelargest producer of cotton in the XUAR. In 2017, the
XPCC was responsible for approximately 37 percent of the
XUAR’s total production.31 e XPCC created the XUAR’s
cotton industry using forced labor to construct irrigation
and water management systems for cotton fields and to
harvest cotton.32 e XPCC maintains jurisdiction over
swathes of the XUAR and has its own administrative
regions containing farms, schools, and hospitals, as well
as prisons and labor camps.33

World Cotton Statistics

WORLD COTTON STATISTICS

2015-16
2016-17

METRIC TONS (THOUSANDS)

6,000

2017-18
2018-19

5,000

2019-2020 APRIL PROJECTION

4,000
3,000
2,000
1,000
0

INDIA

CHINA

UNITED STATES

BRAZIL

PAKISTAN

UZBEKISTAN

TURKEY

Source: Leslie A. Meyer, Cotton and Wool Outlook (Washington, DC: USDA, April 2020).

Source: Leslie A. Meyer, Cotton and Wool Outlook (Washington, DC: USDA, April 2020).

human rights
initiative

CSIS BRIEFS | WWW.CSIS.ORG | 5

XPCC farms are primarily in northern XUAR, where the
XPCC is more dominant and over 90 percent of cotton
harvesting is mechanized.34 Southern XUAR is poorer and
still dominated by smaller farms. Larger farms are more
likely to have automated harvesting, but smaller farms
reportedly sometimes hire a harvesting machine. Several
other regions of China also produce cotton on much smaller
farms.35 e risk of forced labor is believed to be far lower in
these regions, although the quality of the cotton is poorer.36

North–South Divide in Cotton Production
2.7 million tons produced in Northern Xinjiang (2017)

2.9 million tons produced in Southern Xinjiang (2017)

Source: based on data from XUAR Agricultural and Animal Husbandry Ministry and Xinjiang
Statistical Yearbook (2019).

Source: based on data from XUAR Agricultural and Animal Husbandry Ministry and Xinjiang Statistical Yearbook (2019).

Automated harvesting is often seen to reduce the risk of
forced labor, especially during harvesting, but other laborintensive tasks must be conducted by hand, such as seeding,
weeding, thinning, and irrigation ditch digging. Indeed,
although much of the XPCC’s harvesting is automated,
records indicate they required 140,000 pickers in 2016,
meaning they presumably required workers for weeding and
other activities as well.37 As a result, automation does not
eliminate the risk of forced labor.
e potential forced labor role of XPCC prisoners, including
the growing number of ethnic minorities incarcerated
for their beliefs, is a particular concern. e XPCC has
long used prison labor at a large scale, with mostly Han
Chinese inmates sent from other parts of China. e XPCC
reportedly maintains 36 prison farms.38 For example, the
8th Division of the XPCC, the largest producer of XPCC
cotton, is believed to run 22 prison labor squadrons that
work in agriculture and manufacturing.39 At least two
known XPCC ginning factories list their addresses at or
very near known XPCC prisons.40

THE XPCC: BEYOND FORCED LABOR
Business engagement with the XPCC is concerning
beyond the dimension of forced labor. e XPCC
helped build and run detention facilities in its
administrative areas that have been involved in the
repression of Uyghurs. e XPCC is also bolstering
surveillance and security measures in southern
XUAR, including procuring equipment to create
records from trace DNA left behind on surfaces.41
ese activities mean that it is a key actor in what
the U.S. Holocaust Museum has labeled crimes
against humanity.42 Identifying XPCC-linked
businesses, however, can be challenging due to
obfuscated ownership structures.
It is possible that former detainees or the rural poor are
also being sent to work in cotton agriculture. e XUAR
historically had a system through which young people were
sent to work in the fields without pay (hashar), with reports
that this practice continued, at least in some pockets, as
recently as three years ago.43 Some believe the practice has
mostly ended, but it points to a history of collective forced
seasonal labor in the XUAR. Today, third-party recruiters
reportedly help bring in seasonal work for the cotton
farms. More information is needed to understand who
the recruiters are and whether those seasonal workers are
being coerced.
ere are also scattered allegations of practices of
indentured servitude—or possibly forced labor—aﬀecting
the predominantly Uyghur farmers in the south. In
southern XUAR, farmers often migrate to XPCC cotton
farms for seasonal employment in cotton harvesting.44
Because rural residents in southern XUAR often do not
have enough income, they depend on loans from local
authorities. When the farmers return, they reportedly use
their income from cotton harvesting to pay oﬀ the loan but
then must apply for a new loan to make ends meet. Due to
these practices, some rural Uyghurs may be trapped in a
form of indentured servitude. Whether forms of indentured
servitude to the state or other lenders are common in the
south is not clear, and obtaining further information is not
possible due to lack of access to the region.
e risk of forced labor in ginning in the XUAR is not well
understood. As noted above, raw cotton is very heavy due
to seeds and other debris and must be transported to a
nearby gin for processing. If cotton comes from a particular
gin, it will also come from that immediate area, and
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NON-RETAIL PURE COTTON YARN
EXPORTS FROM CHINA
($1.23 billion dollar industry)

Top 8 Non-Retail Pure Cotton
Yarn Exporters
#1 India
#2 Other
#3 Vietnam
#4 Pakistan
#5 China
#6 United States
#7 Uzbekistan
#8 Indonesia

CHINA

22.1% Hong Kong
5.65%
Pakistan

14%
Bangledesh

13.5%
Vietnam

15.4% Philippines
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Source: “Which
countries
export Non-Retail
Pure Cotton
(2018),”
Observatory
of Economic
Complexity,
2018. 2018.
Source:
“Which countries
export Non-Retail
PureYarn?
Cotton
Yarn? (2018),”
Observatory
of Economic
Complexity,

traceability at this stage is relatively feasible. Ginning itself
requires significant machinery but also moderately skilled
human labor. It is highly seasonal work, which makes it
somewhat more likely to rely on migrant or prison labor.
e XPCC operates over 170 known ginning factories,
which are controlled by enterprises that have ordinary
sounding names.45

YARN PRODUCTION IN CHINA AND THE XUAR
Modern, large-scale yarn production requires relatively
sophisticated equipment, which makes it more expensive
to set up than an apparel factory. Depending on the level
of modernization and technology, cotton spinning can
be more automated and less labor-intensive; developed
countries use less labor-intensive technologies for spinning
to stay globally competitive, while developing countries
have historically stayed competitive with lower labor costs
but less advanced spinning operations.46 Yarn producers
combine diﬀerent types of cotton and materials in complex
ways to produce diﬀerent types of yarns. Traceability
typically becomes extremely challenging at this stage of the
supply chain because physical segregation is expensive and
could limit the types of thread being produced.
China is the world’s largest yarn (thread) producer,
producing more from 2015 to 2017 than the rest of the
world combined.47 e cotton yarn produced in China likely
predominantly uses cotton from the XUAR but may also
contain imported yarn to achieve the desired quality.
China is also the world’s largest exporter of yarn, primarily
exporting to a number of important textile producers in the

region. China is by far the world’s largest importer of nonretail pure cotton yarn, importing almost five times as much
as it exports.48
e XUAR’s yarn production is small but growing rapidly.
In 2018, the XUAR produced 5.9 percent of China’s total
production, up from 3.8 percent in 2017.49 e XPCC
produced 30 percent of the XUAR’s yarn, most of which
is believed to be cotton yarn.50 Recent industry trends,
however, indicate new interest and investment in producing
polyester thread.51
e extent of forced labor in yarn production in the XUAR
is unknown. Some yarn manufacturing facilities are highly
automated, purportedly reducing forced labor risks, but less
advanced facilities require more manual labor.

Xinjiang
Yarn
Production
from 2013—2018
XINJIANG
YARN
PRODUCTION,
2013-2018
2,000

Xinjiang (total of both XPCC and non XPCC)
XPCC
Non-XPCC Local

1,800
1,600
1,400
1,200
1,000
800
600
400
200
0
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2016

Source:
based
dataprovided
provided confidentially
andand
HRI HRI
analysis.
Source:
based
onondata
confidentially
analysis.
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TEXTILES
China is the world’s largest producer and exporter of
textiles. Textile exports from China reached 37.6 percent
of the world’s total in 2018, a 3.5 percent increase from
the previous year.52 at the European Union—the secondlargest exporter of textiles—is still able to compete indicates
that textile production, like yarn, is a relatively technical
and capital-intensive industry, often requiring more
sophisticated machinery.
Traceability at the textile layer of the supply chain is often
weak. Textile factories may source many types of yarn to
make their varied products. Textile companies are often two
layers away from brands in the supply chain and may sell to
many diﬀerent buyers. Sometimes branded companies do not
know the sources of their textiles, although leading brands
now can often trace back at least to tier two (textiles). Brands
also may struggle to exert direct leverage on textile producers
when they do not have a direct relationship.
China’s 2018 cotton textile exports constituted 4.61 percent
of the total value of China’s exports of cotton, yarn, textiles,
and apparel.53 e top recipients of these products are nearby
countries that are important players in apparel production,
depicted below.54 eir products made with Chinese cottoncontaining textiles present a risk of XUAR-linked forced labor.

e Chinese government’s focus on growing the textile
industry in the XUAR includes a significant emphasis on
apparel production. Indeed, given that the workforce being
moved into jobs through poverty alleviation eﬀorts is likely
to be relatively unskilled, apparel production is a natural
destination. Firsthand accounts of forced labor in the XUAR
have often involved apparel production. Given that apparel
is the XUAR’s top export, this particular tier in the supply
chain creates forced labor risk for global supply chains. Brands
should be able to identify and address this risk more easily
by not sourcing apparel and other finished products directly
from the XUAR. HRI’s analysis of U.S. imports shows that little
apparel still comes to the United States directly from the XUAR
and that other sectors are also responsible for the increase in
imports to the United States over the past year. e extent to
which XUAR apparel is still shipping directly to the European
Union is not known because of weak EU import data.

POTENTIAL PATHS FORWARD: LEVERAGE,
TRACEABILITY, AND DIVERSIFICATION

e above findings have clarified the structural challenges
to addressing XUAR-linked forced labor in global supply
chains. At the same time, there is a constellation of
opportunities that, if thoughtfully deployed, could both help
eliminate XUAR-linked forced labor from Western supply
chains and place pressure on the overall system of XUARTop
7
Countries
Importing
Chinese
Cotton
Fabric
linked forced labor and related abuses. HRI’s future research
TOP 7 COUNTRIES IMPORTING CHINESE COTTON FABRIC
will explore these areas in more depth.
20.3%
44.1%

3.2%

14.8%

3.2% 4.6%

#1 Other
#2 Bangladesh
#3 Vietnam
#4 Hong Kong
#5 Cambodia
#6 Indonesia
#7 Togo
#8 Nigeria

5.2%
4.7%

Source:HRI
HRIanalysis
analysis aggregated
aggregated from
Source:
fromOEC
OECdata.
data.

APPAREL
As noted above, China is the world’s largest apparel
producer. Most of these textiles and apparel are exported
to the United States, Japan, Vietnam, Hong Kong, Germany,
South Korea, and the United Kingdom. However, apparel
production has been shifting from China to lower cost
countries such as Cambodia, Vietnam, and Myanmar for a
number of years. Apparel production (or “cut-and-sew”) is
a low-skill industry that is relatively easy to establish and
tends to migrate to countries with cheap and eﬃcient labor.

LEVERAGE
HRI plans to further explore sources of leverage and what
can be quickly deployed to have an impact on the plight
of ethnic minorities in the XUAR. Companies, industry
associations, governments, and multilateral institutions all
have potential roles to play.
Companies are most likely to be able to exert leverage via
their business relationships and sourcing choices. Indeed,
large brands have been reaching out to their suppliers
human rights
initiative
in China to seek assurances that their products do not
originate in the XUAR and that XUAR workers are not
being placed by the government in supplier factories in
other parts of China. Brands report increasing challenges
in engaging their Chinese suppliers, which tend to be
supportive of the Chinese government’s policies and may
have CCP members among their leadership. Nevertheless,
these conversations and relationships are one source of
leverage that could conceivably have some impact on
XUAR policies if combined with other substantial eﬀorts.
Expanding the constellation of sectors engaging on XUARlinked forced labor could also help increase impact.
CSIS BRIEFS | WWW.CSIS.ORG | 8

Governments and business actors may seek to influence
supplier behavior and that of the Chinese government
through economic policy. Brands can communicate their
intention to end business relationships if suppliers cannot
credibly demonstrate that they do not source products from
the XUAR that could be aﬀected by forced labor. Although
doing so is politically challenging in China, if many brands
adopt and communicate this intention, it could inform the
Chinese government’s perspective. Similarly, governments
could announce their intentions to place new requirements
on their companies to avoid XUAR-linked forced labor. e
importance of China in many tiers of global supply chains
will make avoiding XUAR-linked forced labor challenging,
meaning that the work must start immediately so that
brands can act on their commitments to eradicate forced
labor in their supply chains. Such plans could be unwound
if conditions on the ground change. However, at least a
partial exit may be appropriate as a means to diversify and
strengthen global supply chains even if—contrary to current
trends and expectations—conditions in the XUAR do
improve meaningfully.
Other actors have important roles to play in exerting
leverage on the Chinese government but have for the most
part been silent. Chief among these are governments,
which have a range of policy tools available. ese include
diplomacy and ongoing dialogue; leverage related to the
Olympic Games taking place in Beijing in 2022; and punitive
tools such as bans on imports of goods produced with forced
labor and government procurement policies that ensure
governments themselves are not purchasing goods made
with XUAR-linked forced labor. Trade policy can serve as
a carrot or stick to influence China’s actions and also help
encourage new sourcing hubs.
Multilateral institutions also have a role to play, although
increasing Chinese influence in these fora will require
careful consideration of each entity to identify realistic
opportunities for multilateral action. For example,
multilateral institutions could push for more meaningful
access to the region, which in turn could lead to greater
understanding of the situation or undertake credible
international investigations of the facts on the ground.
Because of China’s global importance, the extent to which
such actors will meet their human rights and moral
obligations is unclear, but opportunities exist that demand
more exploration and coordination.

TRACEABLE SUPPLY CHAINS
Traditional approaches to product traceability are slow
to implement, cumbersome, and often highly imperfect.

Traceability is nevertheless likely to be a growing consumer
demand. It also would greatly enhance any eﬀorts to keep
XUAR-linked goods out of supply chains and help ensure
that such commitments are not paper tigers.
Brands in many sectors currently struggle to know whether
their products contain XUAR components because they
cannot determine the chain of custody of their products
from source to final product. Were apparel companies,
for example, to formally agree or be forced by law to stop
sourcing certain XUAR products, stronger traceability
systems would be vital to make this commitment eﬀective.
is would be true in any context and is even more
important in China, where questions about XUAR sourcing
are becoming increasingly politically sensitive and less
likely to elicit honest responses from suppliers. New
technologies hold promise to support a more rapid scale-up
of traceability, with greater reliability. In particular, isotope
and microbe tracing may enable identification of product
origin to help confirm sourcing information provided by
suppliers, but their eﬃcacy demands more examination.
Distributed ledger systems or other shared databases
may also assist in the scale-up of traceability. Traceability
requirements for certain minerals originating in conflict
zones (“conflict minerals”) could serve as a potential model
and oﬀer lessons learned to assist with streamlining and
eﬃciency. Both consumers and regulators increasingly
demand traceability, so the systems developed to respond
to XUAR-linked forced labor would have much broader
applications and could provide an ongoing advantage for
brands adopting them.

DIVERSIFIED SUPPLY CHAINS
If companies could trace their products back to origin and
sought to eliminate components aﬀected by XUAR-linked
forced labor, an outstanding question is whether they would
have enough inputs due to China’s outsized role in supply
chains. e XUAR’s key role in cotton, textile, and apparel
supply chains is best understood, although further research
may reveal it plays an important upstream role in other
sectors. China more broadly plays a unique role in global
apparel and textile supply chains due to its combination of
scale, diversity, technical capacity, and vertical integration.
Although apparel production itself is moving into
neighboring countries, these operate around China as a hub
and key source of inputs. Similar vertical capacity in a single
country or region at such a scale does not currently exist.
is is a significant hurdle, but one that must be addressed,
both to avoid XUAR-linked forced labor and to support
healthy, diversified supply chains. Establishing alternative
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textile hubs with vertical integration is likely to prove
challenging. Nevertheless, there are examples, and
supporting new hubs may serve to support targets in the UN
Sustainable Development Goals. Because of the challenges
that will likely arise and the need for coordinated action
between companies, investors, and governments, such
eﬀorts must start now.
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