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Worker empowerment and meaningful engagement are essential elements of human rights due
diligence (HRDD) with respect to fair labour practices and to aid in the prevention of rights violations. To
better understand best practices, the Certification and Ratings Collaboration used an ISEAL Innovations
Fund grant to engage the Issara Institute to conduct on-the-ground research with seafood workers and
international seafood experts to see how effectively existing worker engagement mechanisms are
functioning in practice. The report (Rende Taylor et al., 2026) also includes recommendations on how
best to support independent worker voice mechanisms. You can read the full report here.

Key takeaways from Issara’s report

Decent work is an urgent priority in the seafood industry. The report, like many other credible
investigations (see for example Salas et al., 2026; or the Certification and Ratings Collaboration’s Human
Rights Abuses and Risks tool), have shown that the seafood industry has a poor track record of ensuring
responsible recruitment, decent work and credible worker engagement. The industry will continue to
face significant challenges and criticism until fundamental issues can be addressed in a systematic
manner, and the report contains a number of recommendations along with suggestions for how the
process might get started. The Certification and Ratings Collaboration recognizes the need and
opportunity to catalyze this work, especially since our members’ programs that offer social assurance
can play an important role to both seafood buyers and customers.

Assess grievance mechanisms and build worker engagement capacity

Individual companies should begin the process by reviewing the presence and effectiveness of existing
grievance mechanisms throughout their supply chains. The report finds that capacity for effective
worker engagement is limited in key seafood producing countries globally. It also finds that many
existing mechanisms fall short of the nine critical components needed to make them trusted and
effective (see below), including the ability for workers to report issues without retaliation and receive
appropriate and timely remediation. To address these limitations pre-competitive collaboration and
collective action by companies is required.
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Nine critical components of effective worker engagement mechanisms

1. Credible and effective safeguards — workers feel that a mechanism is safe to use.

2. Culturally and linguistically appropriate communication channels and technology — workers have access
to channels in their own language and can access them in a way that is feasible for them.

3. Private, unmonitored access — workers are able to report any issues, or have discussions about working
conditions, confident that they are not being overheard.

4. Remediation responsiveness and results, in a fair and timely manner — workers trust that their
grievances and feedback result in effective actions, including remediation where appropriate.

5. Zero tolerance policies against retaliation — workers are confident that they are able to report issues
without retaliation.

6. No conflicts of interest, including corruption — workers are certain that their own interests are
prioritised.

7. Detailed empowerment and education to workers about their rights — workers are able to understand
their rights and are empowered to advocate for them.

8. Independent channels for worker validation of remediation, without retaliation — workers have access
to follow-up after corrective actions and remediation have taken place, where necessary.

9. Genuine service mindset, with attention to what matters to workers, not just to businesses — workers
and their priorities are placed at the centre of the mechanisms.

Building real supply chain collaboration by reshaping incentives

HRDD that embeds genuine and verified worker engagement takes time and involves costs, which
should be shared across the value chain. Producers tend to bear a disproportionate share of the costs of
social compliance programs, especially if they are indirectly connected to the market. For example,
farmers that rely on a supply chain where ownership is transferred to collectors, a processing plant
distribution network or supply directly to a primary processor are more likely to be price takers than
setters. These challenges are compounded when product is sold on spot markets, rather than under
contract, or when market price is not known. These supply chain difficulties confound both the
establishment of HRDD and ‘mutes’ the pricing benefits back to the farmer. Farmers are often indebted
through informal financing arrangements (e.g. to buy fry and feed) which can add further obligations on
farmers as to where they can sell their harvest and at what price. Fishers can experience similar
challenges and financial dynamics. So while the principle of sharing costs across the value chain is sound,
it needs to be underpinned with good knowledge of supply chain dynamics through the gathering and
sharing of essential information.

Notwithstanding the points above, a key part of establishing HRDD is to incentivize progressive
improvements by encouraging suppliers to participate in worker-validated continuous monitoring and
improvement programs. Incentives could include clear perspectives from buyers on the value of worker
engagement, how future information could reduce certification audit burden or could result in
preferential contract terms and more business.



When end-buyers are directly engaged with producers through certification or product specification
they can encourage supply chain collaboration with local labor, human rights and social development
civil society organizations. Where necessary, supply chains and other stakeholders should work actively
together to build or expand capacity of groups facilitating worker engagement.

Explore social impact funds to sustain continuous improvement

Social impact and community development funds can play a role in establishing a reliable stream of
funding and resources to ensure effective mechanisms that provide data-driven insights and assurances.
Certification and ratings can also consider facilitating impact funding. The report provides a roadmap
that could help guide pilot projects to test proof of concept.

Country summaries

Across the sectors investigated in the five study countries, the report highlights that worker engagement
mechanisms frequently fail in practice, especially for migrant, vessel-based workers who face isolation,
language barriers, debt bondage and fear of retaliation. Mechanisms such as suggestion boxes, line
supervisors and welfare committees are consistently viewed as management-aligned and distrusted.
Where independent civil society or trade union channels operate, trust and uptake are higher.
Companies should not assume that the presence of a mechanism equates to its effectiveness:
verification of worker trust and actual usage is essential due diligence. Issara’s case studies include:

e India (aquaculture and processing in Andhra
Pradesh; Issara report, pp. 29-33): Formal
mechanisms largely absent in lower tiers; labour
contractor conflicts-of-interest suppress
grievances being aired; buyer-run hotlines have
shown very limited worker uptake.

e Indonesia (aquaculture and fishing in Sumatra;
tuna processing in Java and Bali; pp. 34-39):
Captain-to-fisher channel structurally
compromised whilst at sea; internal factory
mechanisms undermined by retaliation risk; civil
society and union coverage uneven across
sourcing areas.

e Taiwan (coastal and distant water fishing) pp. 40—
45): Distant-water crews risk complete isolation from any communication channel at
sea; weaker legal protection for migrant crew than domestic coastal workers; port-
based civil society channels more trusted but reach is limited.

e Thailand (aquaculture, fishing and processing; pp. 46—-53): Most developed civil
society landscape of the five countries; legally-required workplace representation
mechanisms may be management-influenced in practice; upstream tiers and irregular
migrants remain underserved.



Vietnam (aquaculture and fishing in the Mekong Delta; pp. 54-58): State-affiliated
unions may be perceived as management-aligned; independent unions now legal but
not yet operational; vessel and aquaculture workers face significant isolation with no
broadly trusted formal channel.

CRC Recommendations

The Certification and Ratings Collaboration has three key recommendations for businesses
across the seafood sector.

The is to ensure that any worker engagement mechanisms you work
with meet the critical components set out on page 61 of the report (see box above).

Grievance mechanisms typically operate in a challenging environment. Where such
mechanisms fall short, businesses should support improvements through partnerships with
other organizations. There is significant value in the experience of organizations who operate
where your supply chain is based and who work directly with workers and producers.

The is to pursue closer partnerships with these organizations to
build capacity and deliver training so that workers in your supply chain are supported. Support
might include capacity building for promising worker engagement mechanisms or an
assessment of a worker engagement mechanism’s alignment with the critical components
listed above. The report contains a few examples of worker engagement mechanisms that
scored well against its effectiveness criteria, such as the Fishers’ Rights Network, the
Indonesian Migrant Workers Union, and the Issara Institute.

The is to engage with Certification and Ratings Collaboration members
that provide social assurances and information for HRDD. Importantly, the certification or
rating organization you work with in this context may or may not be the same organization
you partner with for purposes of evaluating environmental performance. Collective action to
drive improvement across the sector by building capacity of local organizations to be effective
partners to seafood businesses, will ultimately support workers. Combining networks,
expertise and resources creates efficiencies and can build momentum for change, and the
Certification and Ratings Collaboration is ready to support businesses across the sector to
improve the lives of workers in your seafood supply chains.

Conclusion

Seafood businesses recognize that improving the social responsibility of their supply chains is
an increasingly important priority, but many struggle with how to make improvements or even
assess performance.

As the analysis in the report shows, making progress can be complicated but is not impossible.
There are concrete attributes shared by effective worker engagement mechanisms, and
businesses can use those to guide their assessment and improvement efforts.



We encourage seafood companies throughout the supply chain to leverage these
recommendations. Use the evaluation framework above to assess worker engagement
mechanisms and identify improvement priorities. Partner with social and labor civil society
organizations on those assessment and improvement efforts and engage the certification or
rating programs you work with on labour issues to explore the possibility of capacity building
collaborations that can accelerate improvement for your company and the entire industry.

Building free and fair work conditions in seafood supply chains is hard work, but the case for
improvement is urgent, so we must start today, and we must work together.
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