
Slavery vs. Decent Work: Two Case Studies in Brazil 

 Introduction 
Brazil is seen as a model in taking significant steps towards combating forced labour practices in 

recent years. Civil society groups have been integral to the development of these efforts, which 

include government initiatives as well as multi-stakeholder initiatives. Since 2003, degrading 

conditions may be considered constitutive of 'conditions analogous to slavery' under Brazilian law. 

It is reflective of the work of civil society groups that governmental and other actors have 

increasingly adopted the term 'slave labour' in reference to the problem of forced and degrading 

work. (Figueira 2004, pp. 33-48) As this paper addresses the meanings and uses of the term, it is 

important to consider the terminology actually used in the context. For the purposes of this paper, 

then, I opt for the term 'slave labour' to reflect the prevalence of its use in Brazil, and argue that 

'slave labour' has been defined in opposition to decent work. 

 

I consider two cases of degrading work in Brazil, drawing in part on semi-structured interviews 

conducted in 2008 during fieldwork for my doctoral dissertation. The first case is of Brazilian 

migrant workers in the sugar cane sector. The second is of immigrant garment workers in and 

around São Paulo city. I argue that the slavery vs. decent work dichotomy has been useful in 

efforts to combat forced and degrading labour in the first case. In the second, there has been less 

progress in improving conditions for workers; the re-definition of slave labour has on the whole not 

been useful for the workers in this case. This is reflective of the contextualized, multiple and 

changing meanings of the term.  

 

Policies in the first case have been built around a core of increasingly effective labour inspections. 

Progress has been made as this core has been maintained while elements which move toward a 

set of policies embodying a decent work agenda have been added. In both cases, viewing the 

issue through the lens of another dichotomy, that of slavery vs. citizenship, highlights the need to 

build an agenda which addresses wider issues regarding opportunities for migrants and potential 

migrants. 

 Slave Labour, Degrading Work, and Decent Work 

In 2003, Article 149 of the Brazilian Penal Code was revised. The legal meaning of ‘slave labour’ in 

Brazil under Article 149 has since 1940 outlawed ‘reducing someone to conditions analogous to 

slavery.’ (emphasis added) Since 2003, in accordance with Law number 10.803, ‘conditions 

analogous to slavery’ may be indicated by restriction of movement, seizure of documents, or by 

debt bondage or strict surveillance with the goal of detaining the worker,' but also by 'an exhausting 
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workday or degrading conditions.i (MTE 2008, p. 8)  

How can this legal provision be interpreted? Firstly, it should be kept in mind that this is a legal 

change, and must be considered within this context. It reflects both contextualized understandings 

of the problem at hand as well as practical considerations in how to tackle this problem within the 

context. Reflecting on both of these can be useful in assessing the way these terms are used and 

defined in ways which may be more academic and/or more generalized. 

First, concerns over forced or slave labour are based on valuing freedoms per se as well as on 

concerns over negative impacts resulting from restrictions on freedom. In other words, restricting a 

worker's choices about his/her decision to enter and exit a particular employment situation already 

constitutes a rights violation. But equally, a worker whose choice is restricted will become 

vulnerable to further rights violations due to the consequently heightened level of control which 

may be exercised by his/her employer. As such, the change in the law recognizes that extreme 

degradation may be a result of, and therefore a signal of, restricted freedoms. These restrictions 

may be more difficult to prove (than the resulting degradation is) given the nature of contemporary 

forms of debt bondage and human trafficking. While some fear that the meaning of forced labour or 

slave labour may be lost in such a change, there is an argument to be made that extreme forms of 

degradation in employment are highly likely to result from forced labour practices and legal 

responses could reasonably start from such an assumption, so that in the presence of extreme 

degradation the burden of proof regarding restricted freedoms is lowered (although not necessarily 

eliminated). 

Secondly, a further way in which this change can be interpreted is in reference to the phrasing of 

the law it modifies. The concept of 'conditions analagous to slavery' may be different from, for 

example, a concept contained in the 1926 Slavery Conventionii involving the exercise of 'powers 

attaching to the right of ownership' over a person. Rather, it can refer to the inhumane ways in 

which those subject to rights of ownership were often treated. In other words, nobody should be 

treated 'like a slave.' As such, it draws on a common understanding of slavery as unacceptably 

harsh treatment. The modification to the law codifies this by making an explicit link to degrading 

conditions.  

The operational definition of slave labour under Brazilian law has therefore been changed through 

de-emphasizing the centrality of restrictions on workers' freedoms and placing a stronger emphasis 

on rejecting conditions which fall below a level seen as minimally acceptable in society. As such,  

slave labour in Brazil is now defined largely in opposition to the concept of 'decent work.' This is 

reflective of the International Labour Organisation's (ILO's) contention that 'forced labour is the 

antithesis of decent work.' (International Labour Conference 2009, p. 1) The question, then, is how 
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this change has affected the workers who are experiencing degrading conditions and restricted 

freedoms. I will consider two such cases in the context of efforts to combat slave labour in Brazil. 

 Conditions Constituting Slave Labour in Sugar Cane 

I reviewed reports of slave labour inspections ocurring in the sugar cane sector between the 1st 

January 2005 and 31 August 2008. These include inspections carried out by the mobile inspections 

unit – the Grupo Móvel – in response to credible complaints of slave labour and those carried out 

by regional inspectorates who reported that they uncovered slave labour conditions. Seven 

resulted in both 'liberations' of workers and the appearance of the firms (for at least some length of 

time) on the 'Dirty List' (mentioned below) of companies who have employed slave labour. Another 

sixteen firms were forced to accept the 'liberation' of some of their workers (in some cases from 

more than one production site) but without (as of 15 July 2008) appearing on the 'Dirty List.'iii 

Additionally, an inspection of six usinas (mills or distilleries) run jointly by the Ministry of Labour and 

Employment (MTE) and the Public Ministry of Labour (MPT), but not by the Grupo Móvel itself, 

resulted in the 'liberation' of 288 workers.iv  

Together, these represent twenty-four cases in the sector (one of them at a number of firms, but 

treated here as one case) in which labour inspectors apparently considered the conditions to be 

constitutive of 'slave labour.' The number 'liberated' ranged from a low of fourteen to a high of 

1,064. At ten other units inspected on suspicion of 'slave labour,' the firms were cited for violations 

of labour law, but no workers were 'liberated,' so they do not necessarily fall into this slave labour 

category.   

The table below presents twenty-three of these twenty-four cases as I was unable to collect data 

for one case. The data come from inspectors' reports, articles published by the NGO Reporter 

Brasil on their website, press releases, and newspaper articles on the cases. (See Appendix 1) I 

noted the different types of (potential) violations mentioned for each case in the following table. 

These are roughly grouped by those which occur: in hiring and pay; in housing; in daily transport to 

the work site; and on the work site.v  What can be seen from this table is that while some touch 

directly on issues of worker 'freedoms,' a number of them represent degrading working and living 

conditions. Consistent with Law number 10.803, the extent and severity of degrading conditions 

are taken into account by labour inspectors in assessing whether the situation constitutes one of 

slave labour.    
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Documented problems in slave labour cases in sugar cane sector 
 
Potential Violations Recruitment, 

Pay & General
Housing 
(Employer-
Provided) 

Daily 
Transport 

Worksite 

No work cards, work cards not signed, or 
other problems with work cards 

10 1

Gatos recruit workers in home state 
without registering them 

13

Employer had knowledge or involvement 
in illegal recruitment practices 

3

Illegal or potentially illegal deductions 11
Problems with store credit (e.g., prices, 
recordkeeping) 

6

Non-payment or late payment 8 *
Lack of separate kitchen 6
Overcrowded 8
Housing structurally unsound / in disrepair 6
Lack of mattresses 6
Lack of bedding 8
Dirty / odorous / poor condition / lack of 
hygiene 

16

Not enough clean, potable water in 
hygienic conditions 

11 9

No place to store or wash clothes (risk of 
contamination) 

8 2

No place to store tools 3 2 1
Unsafe transport (e.g., no seat belts, 
faulty brakes, etc.) 

7

Inadequate rest periods 4
Some or all safety gear not used 12
Damaged safety gear 5
No shelter for meals / breaks 10
Inadequate or no sanitary facilities 11 8
Problems with meals (not enough food, 
rotten, etc.) 

1 1 9

Workday extended beyond legal limit 
without reason 

4

Failure to provide 24-hour rest period 
weekly 

2

Work hours not recorded properly 3
Problems with recording production level 
to calculate pay 

3

Gancho – workers suspended w/o pay as 
punishment 

2

Unprepared for injuries (no ambulance, 
no first aid kit, not enough medical staff, 
etc.) 

6

Adolescent labour 2
Other 8 12 9
Total 72 97 9* 79

*In one case, it was additionally noted that workers were not paid for time in transport. 
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The table above demonstrates that housing is a key site of degradation among sugar cane workers 

in slave labour. Provision of accommodation is mandatory for migrants recruited in their home 

regions. On the one hand, this requirement seems to be frequently violated; on the other hand, the 

location of some usinas means that accommodation must be provided on a practical level. In the 

PAGRISA case, inspectors noted that: housing was overcrowded; workers from different shifts 

were housed together; workers were sleeping in hammocks; there was a lack of potable drinking 

water; the bathrooms were dirty, with toilets that didn't flush, shortages of water for bathing, and 

even a lack toilet tissue; drains were exposed; and there were a lack of spaces to store tools and 

clothes. Alex,vi who worked there in 1989, stated that 'at the time, the housing was just a shack, a 

big room' where the workers put up their hammocks. Felipe, who worked there in about 2003, 

stated that the workers were (still) sleeping in hammocks, that the bathrooms were not functioning, 

and that the only water available was from the tap, and therefore not potable. Housing can also be 

seen through the lens of restrictions on freedom: the degree of power employers may exercise 

over workers is increased if the workers do not have a separate domestic space they can go to at 

the end of the day.vii  

 

Workers are routinely paid by production in cane cutting. Each firm has a wage ‘floor’ which should 

be the minimum monthly salary paid, and this translates into a minimum daily rate. Interview 

participants reported that the rate of this floor at totalled between 470 and 535 reais per month. (At 

the time, the monthly minimum wage was 415 reais.) The monthly income of participants who 

worked as cane cutters, however, was generally twice this; those who earned close to the monthly 

floor complained that their earnings were insufficient. The monthly ‘floor’ is not seen by migrant 

workers as a wage level high enough to justify the difficulty of the work and the sacrifices of the 

migration process.  

 

With the exception of a few usinas where unions have successfully demanded transparencyviii, 

workers sometimes know how many meters they cut, but not how many tons. Cane weighs 

different amounts depending on the variety and quality – and the usina usually weighs the cane 

afterwards to make a final determination on pay. Different rates are paid for different varieties and 

for different types of cane (e.g., 'fallen' cane, ‘raw’ cane not burned the previous evening, etc.). 

Calculating the amount that should be received is therefore difficult enough even if workers are 

given documentation of the amount they cut for the day, which many foremen fail to do. (See Alves 

2007, pp. 35-39.) Income therefore, depends on more than ability and effort. First, as Rodrigo put 

it, the amount you earn 'depends on the cane, because there's poor cane and there's somewhat 

better cane.' Second, there is the issue of 'fraud.' Felipe, who had worked as a foreman, also 

mentioned this issue, stating: 
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'… if you are friends with the foreman, it's easier for you to earn money; he can make 
things easier for you. Now if you are not friends – you got it? … he takes your meters 
and puts in onto another’s. So there are these things – got it?' 

The piece rate system leads to a 'voluntary' intensification of work. This is reinforced by a trial 

period during which time a worker must reach acceptable production levels or face being let go 

prior to becoming eligibile for benefits such as unemployment insurance. Even after the trial period, 

there is the threat of the gancho or temporary suspension from work, often without pay, if a worker 

falls below the production quota. At the end of the season, as well, production quotas are assessed 

so that they can be referred to the following year if workers seek employment at the same usina. 

Of course, the worker's attitude is also assessed leading to the 'blacklisting' of some workers at 

their former places of employment. 

According to Abreu, physical health and safety risks affecting agricultural cane workers arise from: 

exposure to climactic conditions; repetitive and excessive movement; verminous animals; use of 

cutting tools, often without protective equipment; and long workdays, without nutrition and 

hydration adequate to replenish the energy expended. (2007, p. 175)  A recent study from the MTE 

(2007) gives insight into the comparative risks of agricultural employment in sugar cane fields 

compared to other types of rural employment.ix The 135,044 rural workers identified as employed 

in sugar cane cultivationx represented 11.2% of the total of 1,374,444 workers identified as 

employed in rural work. Between 1999 and 2005, there were a total of 219,154 accidents reported 

for workers in rural employment, of which 62,008 were in sugar cane cultivation, or over 28% of all 

reported accidents, well over twice as many as would be expected given the share of employment 

in the sector.  

 

Some of the health and safety problems relate to unsafe transport, exposure to chemicals, the 

absence of or inadequate sanitary facilities, and other problems which result from a lack of 

investment in health and safety-related measures. But a number stem partially or fully from the 

intensity of work. This in turn depends on the value of the piece rate as well as the transparency of 

this rate. As Alves puts it, 'deaths of sugar-cane cutters in Brazil are caused by the payment rules 

in this sector.' (2006) Or as Miguel stated, 

'The work is very different than you think. The work is heavy, hard. It demands a lot of 
physical force. You only earn what you produce in the harvest. You have a base salary 
in the work card but you only earn that salary if you produce that quota that they want.'  

In fact, a number of interview participants defined slave labour with reference to the intensity and 

rhythm of work. 

 

Those ‘liberated’ from slave labour in sugar cane are most often migrant workers. The lack of 

opportunities in their home regions means that the ability to earn an income in order to get by 
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and/or achieve certain objectives is not taken for granted. The recruitment mechanisms and 

involved in securing a job serves, in many cases, as a disciplinary mechanism. There may be more 

explicit forms of unfreedom imposed, such as practices of debt bondage, and some workers may 

be geographically isolated in company housing. But this is not always the case. Once on the job, it 

is the piece rate system, the lack of transparency in this system, the associated production quotas, 

and the threats of being subject to gancho and blacklisting which disciplines virtually all workers, 

leaving them vulnerable to conditions which may be degrading to the point of being characterized 

as 'slave labour.' Using the revised definition of slave labour, labour inspectors have been able to 

'liberate' workers by applying the term in recognition of degradation resulting from restrictions on 

freedom in ways that are not always straightforward or clearly apparent.  

 Conditions Constituting Slave Labour in Garment Work 

While labour violations are experienced by Brazilian-born garment workers (particularly regarding  

homework)xi, it is the case of Bolivian immigrants in and around São Paulo city which has garnered 

the label 'slave labour.' The São Paulo City Council, for example, created a Commission of Enquiry 

into the 'exploitation of labour analogous to slavery.' The report of the commission explained that it 

was set up because ‘complaints related to the exploitation of labour in conditions analogous to 

slavery in the city of São Paulo have come out throughout the 1990’s, as the collection of articles 

gathered by the Sewing Workers Union of São Paulo and Osasco demonstrates.' (São Paulo City 

Council 2005, p. 8)  

 

These workshops are mainly set up in residential buildings. They are often small in scale; those 

employing 20 or more workers are considered to be ‘large.’ The workers live in the workshops, or 

‘oficinas de costura,’ as well as working in them and usually the oficinista, or workshop manager, 

does as well.xii Many workers see the provision of housing as a benefit, particularly if their 

immigration status makes it difficult for them to rent housing. It is now common for oficinas to be 

run by Bolivians, and many workers aspire to opening their own workshops. They may expect 

assistance from their employers in the future towards that goal.  

 

For some workers, there are explicit ways in which freedom is restricted: the doors may be locked; 

workers are prohibited from leaving, threatened with deportation, or told to be afraid of the police; 

identity documents may be retained; workers who borrowed money for the trip to Brazil may be 

held in debt bondage; workers may be paid little or nothing during a 'training period;' or workers 

may continue working for employers in the hopes of obtaining back wages from employers who 

have delayed wage payments. More generally, the combination of housing space and work space, 

sometimes reinforced by the workers' immigration status, makes it difficult to leave any particular 
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employment situation.xiii In addition, there are ties of kinship and/or loyalty which constrain workers' 

exercise of choice.  

 

There are a number of issues which combine to impact negatively on the health of those in these 

workshops. These almost always include: the long hours worked; intensive, repetitive motions; the 

combination of living and working space; and inadequate ventilation. Often, ergonomic issues are 

also neglected in the workshops, adequate lighting is not provided, and measures to ensure 

hygienic conditions are not taken.  

 

A report of an inspection conducted by the Public Ministry of Labour in September 2007 (LaPolla 

2007) serves as an example. It describes the conditions as follows:  

‘Unhealthy working conditions, as identified one year earlier, persist, such as: exposed 
wiring, leakage and mould on the walls, little illumination and a lack of ventilation. Stairs 
without a railing, one bathroom for both genders, and kitchens without the minimal 
hygienic conditions. An inadequate and insufficient working environment for twenty 
people.’  

Together, these issues may affect the musculo-skeletal system, the respiratory system, and the 

immune system, not to mention psychological problems resulting from stress. Buechler tells us that 

workers suffer from ‘problems with their eyes, their kidneys and their backs,’ (2004, p. 111) while 

the report of the São Paulo City Council commission into the issue additionally mentions skin 

problems and dengue, as well as delay of pre-natal treatment. (São Paulo City Council 2005, p. 

32) Isabela (who has worked in different roles in São Paulo's garment industry for over twenty 

years) described giving birth by Caesarean section one morning and being back at work the 

following afternoon. Tuberculosis (TB) among these garment workers and oficinistas has also been 

reported in the media. 

 

Long hours are a particular issues in the workshops. Gabriel described working in his first job, 

which he considered exploitative, 'from Monday to Monday' (i.e, seven days a week) 'from 6am 

until 4am, 2am … We rested only on Sunday, because we only worked until six, and then we could 

rest, watch TV, wash our clothes.’ Adalberto, meanwhile, works at home on a sewing machine. He 

ran a workshop employing others in the past but says that it ‘didn’t work out.’ The exchange that 

followed this statement was: 

SM:   Why didn’t it work out? 
Adalberto:  Theyxiv did not like working  
SM:   Because they didn’t want to work for 12 hours?  
Adalberto:  No, we didn’t work so much. We worked until 9:30, 10:00 ... we started at 
   8:00 until 10:00.xv Because the demands are strong. They bring the order to 
   you and you have to deliver it tomorrow. You say, ‘three days;’ he says, ‘No, 
   finish quickly…’ 

Other participants (who either participated in interviews, participated in a focus group, or 
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responded briefly to myself and my research assistant when we approached them on Coimbrã 

street in the Bresser neighbourhood) reported working from: 

 8am until 8pm (Carmela) 
 8am until 10pm (Teófila) 
 7am until 10pm (Danilo) 
 8am until midnite (Elías) 
 7am until midnite working for a Korean oficinista; later, in a period when she was working 

with her husband but before they hired other workers, from 7 am until 10pm or 11pm 
(Isabela) 

 7am until midnite (Petrona) 
 6 am until midnite (Camilo) 

Again, the long hours worked are partially a result of employers' demands and partly construed as 

'voluntary' by workers who seek to maximize piece rate earnings.  A 2005 article, for example, 

reports that ‘Gabriela’ and ‘Dario’ earned the equivalent of the monthly minimum wage by working 

from 7 until 1am - the last three hours in the day because they ‘wanted’ to. (Folha de São Paulo 

2005)  

 

As demonstrated by Adalberto's statement above, the system relies on providing not just 'cheap' 

services, but also flexible levels of production and fast turn-around. Workers tend to accept more 

hours when they are available, knowing that in the down season they may not have much or any 

work; during this period they may receive just room and board or take the opportunity to visit home. 

There is also some cooperation among those in different workshops; one day when I visited 

Isabela, who now works in a formal job for a contractor but whose husband still runs a workshop, 

she was off to work at the workshop of a friend who was facing a looming deadline for an order. 

For these workers, oficinistas and contractors, there is pressure from retailers, but also, since the 

opening of trade barriers in the 1990s, the threat of cheap imports undercutting domestic 

production. 

 

In summary, immigrant workers in and around São Paulo city experience a range of conditions in 

the oficinas de costura. In some cases, there are specific restrictions on workers' freedoms to 

participate in a labour market and on their freedom of movement. In other cases, the restrictions 

are more complex and subtle, relating to the provision of housing as part of the compensation 

package, to the piece-rate system of pay, to a number of issues surrounding immigration status, 

and possibly to expectations of assistance from employers. The restrictions help to sustain a 

system of degrading work which in many cases could – in theory if not yet in practice – be defined 

as ‘slave labour’ under the Brazilian law. 

 Efforts to Combat Slave Labour in Brazil 

Efforts to combat forced labour in Brazil are seen as a model which could inform similar efforts in 
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other countries. (See, for example, ILO 2005, pp. 21-22; also  International Labour Conference 

2009) These efforts are targeted in agricultural and other rural work (e.g., charcoal camps, or 

clearing land for cattle ranches). In 2005, 1,003 workers were 'liberated' from slave labour at the 

Destilaria Gameleira usina in the state of Mato Grosso. At the time, this represented the highest 

number of workers 'liberated' from one workplace. Since then, the sector has been targeted for 

slave labour inspections. In both 2007 and 2008, more than half of those 'rescued' from slave 

labour were working in sugar cane: 2.947 and 2,553 respectively, the latter figure according to the 

Commissão Pastoral da Terra (Thenório 2008; Reimberg 2009) As such, the general picture of 

efforts to combat forced labour largely applies, particularly in recent years, to the sugar cane 

sector. Labour inspections in the sugar cane sector have also been facilitated by Regulatory Norm 

31 which since 2005 has clarified specific requirements for health and safety standards in rural 

work.   

 

In 1995, the Cardoso administration recognized the existence of forced labour in Brazil. The inter-

agency Executive Group to Combat Forced Labour (GERTRAF) was created and the Special 

Mobile Inspection Group (Grupo Móvel) was set up, to be coordinated at the federal level by the 

Labour and Employment Ministry (MTE). The Brazilian government began a cooperative project 

with the ILO entitled 'Combating Forced Labour' in 2002. After this, efforts accelerated. In 2003, the 

administration of Luíz Inácio da Silva (Lula) declared that a minimum of 25,000 people were in 

conditions analogous to slavery in Brazil, published the first National Plan to Eradicate Slave 

Labour, and re-formed GERTRAF as the National Commission to Eradicate Slave Labour 

(CONATRAE)  

 

Over time, more resources have been allocated to the Grupo Móvel and inspectors have also  

learned better methods to tackle the specificities of labour problems in rural and often remote 

locales. As can be seen in the table below, the number of workers 'liberated' or 'rescued'  is 

impressive and has steadily increased from year to year. The level of compensation obtained for 

workers has also gone up, as there has been an increasing focus on obtaining back wages for 

workers. Mandating payment of individual and collective 'moral damages' from employers is also 

becoming routine.  

 

Some efforts to focus on social protection measures have also been instituted. 'Liberated' workers 

are ensured eligibility for unemployment insurance since 2003, and since 2005 there have been 

efforts to give them priority access to the Bolsa Família conditional cash transfer program. It should 

be noted here that workers are not 'liberated' against their wishes, but given a choice in the event 

that labour inspectors identify slave labour conditions. The focus on obtaining compensation as 

well as employment insurance has meant that workers are more able to exercise this choice (over 
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whether they wish to leave the employment situation) because it has become a more meaningful 

one.  

 

In addition, the lessons learned from the experience of the Grupo Móvel are being disseminated. 

Regional labour inspection teams have been formed since 2003, based in large part on the model 

of the Grupo Móvel. The MTE office which coordinates the work of the Grupo Móvel, the Secretaria 

de Inspeção do Trabalho (SIT) also organized specific training on inspections in the sugar cane 

sector in 2008. (Pyl 2009b)  

 
Results of Slave Labour Inspections 
 
Year Number of  

Operations 
Sites 
Inspected 

Workers 
Registered 

Workers  
Rescued 

Compensation 
Payments ($R) 

Citations for 
Violations 
Issued 

2008 158 301 ** 5,016 9,011,762.84 4,890
1st half 2008 – – 1,170 – – –
2007 116 206 3,637 5,999 9,914,276.59 3139
2006 109 209 3,454 3,417 6,299,650.53 2,772
2005 85 189 4,271 4,348 7,820,211.26 2,286
2004 72 275 3,643 2,887 4,905,613.13 2,465
2003 67 188 6,137 5,223 6,085,918.49 1,433
2002 30 85 2,805 2,285 2,084,406.41 621
2001 29 149 2,164 1,305 957,936.46 796
2000 25 88 1,130 516 472,849.69 522
1999 19 56 * 725 * 411
1998 17 47 * 159 * 282
1997 20 95 * 394 * 796
1996 26 219 * 425 * 1,751
1995 11 77 * 84 * 906
TOTAL 784 2184 28,411*** 32,783 47,552,625.40 23,070
Sources: Data for 1995 through first half 2008 from MTE 20009a; for 2008 from MTE 2009b; totals calculated 
*no data available for these years ** data not yet published *** note includes only first half of 2008   

 
One of the key tools which enable the effect of these inspections to be magnified is the 'Dirty List', 

a registry of firms using forced labour, which the government began publishing in 2004. These are 

cases in which the courts have upheld labour inspectors' judgements that conditions constitute 

slave labour under Article 149 of the Brazilian Penal Code. Federal credit and incentives are 

refused to firms on the list. It is also used as a reference by signatories to the National Pact to 

Eradicate Slave Labour, mainly firms, who have since 2005 committed to eliminate forced labour 

from their supply chains. (In 2008, the first firm definitively excluded from the Pact was ethanol and 

sugar producer Grupo José Pessoa after labour inspectors identified slave labour conditions at one 

production site in 2007 and another in 2008. [Repórter Brasil 2008]) Private banks have also 

signed the Pact, pledging not to extend credit to those found to use forced labour. Firms are 

supposed to remain on the 'Dirty List' for a two year compliance period; although many have had 
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their names removed through a legal injunction based on the legality of the list itself. 

 

This steady progress has not been achieved without opposition. Inspectors from the Grupo Móvel 

have faced threats and violence in carrying out their work. (Rochas 2003, p. 48; Estudos 

Avançados 2000, p. 29) The most infamous incident occurred in January 2004, when four 

inspectors were killed during an inspection in the state of Minas Gerais. One of them survived long 

enough to reach a hospital where he stated that the group had been ambushed on the road before 

being shot. (OIT 2005, p. 57)  

 

The political repercussions following the 2007 'liberation' of over 1,000 sugar cane workers at 

PAGRISA also signified a key moment in the development of efforts to combat slave labour in 

Brazil. During the course of the inspection, a delegation arrived respresenting the state lawyers' 

association (Ordem dos Advogados do Brasil [OAB] - Pará), the state agricultural federation 

(Federação da Agricultura do Estado do Pará [Faepa]), the state trade association (Federação do 

Comércio do Pará), the state commercial association (Associação Comercial do Pará) and the 

state industry federation (Federação das Indústrias do Estado do Pará). Pressure from 

congresspersons ensued, questioning the work of the Grupo Móvel and the integrity of the SIT, 

while the Senate created an external commission to assess the Grupo Móvel’s inspection of 

PAGRISA. All of this resulted in an unprecedented suspension of Grupo Móvel’s inspections for 

three weeks. During this period, the National Commission for the Eradication of Slave Labour 

(CONATRAE) released a statement in support of the Grupo Movel. The National Agriculture and 

Livestock Association (Confederação da Agricultura e Pecuária do Brasil, CNA), a member of 

CONATRAE, abstained from signing it. (Camargo 2007a; Camargo 2007b; Sakamoto 2007) 

Leaders in efforts to combat forced labour in Brazil told me that they felt the end result of these 

upheavals was a strengthening of the commitment to their efforts in Brazil.xvi 

 

In the sugar cane sector in Brazil, there has been a trend towards mechanization of cane cutting so 

there is a real danger that employers forced to improve labour practices will turn to mechanization 

and workers will be left with less options for employment. More generally, there have been 

significant limits to the achievements in combating slave labour in Brazil. A detailed evaluation of 

the measures established by the first National Plan to Eradicate Slave Labour is contained in the 

ILO's 2005 report (OIT 2005). A second National Plan has since been produced. In it, it is noted 

that advances have been made many areas but few have been made in regards to 'measures to 

lessen impunity and to guarantee employment and land reform' in the destination regions of 

migrants who have been found in slave labour conditions. (SEDH 2008) 
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In terms of the first issue regarding holding employers responsible for these practices, Rochas 

(2003), Sharma (2006), and others have criticized a lack of effective prosecution for forced labour 

offences. In 2005, the ILO pointed to a lack of progress on addressing impunity. (OIT 2005, pp. 99-

100) In 2006, however, a court decision clarified that  jurisdiction for slave labour offences should 

be at the federal level and there are some hopes that this will lead to progress in addressing 

impunity. (Campos 2006) Recently, for example, judgements in 32 slave labour cases were issued 

jointly by a judge in the state of Pará. They resulted in 27 individuals being sentenced (24 for slave 

labour offences, 3 for other offences) to prison sentences ranging from 3 years and 4 months to 10 

years and 6 months. (Pyl 2009a)xvii 

 

As for providing support to the workers, the fact that some are 'liberated' from forced labour more 

than once shows that there is still progress to be made in terms of prevention and reinsertion. 

Sharma, citing a newspaper source, notes that, “up to 40% of workers freed from slave labour have 

been freed once before,” and that while the CPT believes this figure to be lower, they still put it at 

around 20 per cent. (2006, p. 5) While a few prevention and rehabilitation programs exist,xviii they 

are clearly not enough to prevent workers from becoming vulnerable to slave labour.  

 

Given the rural origin of the migrant workers liberated from slave labour in Brazil, land inequality is 

a key issue in relation to prevention. As stated by Assunção, 'Brazil has one of the most skewed 

land distributions in the world.' (2006, p. 1) Carneiro et. al. document the importance of this issue in 

one region of origin for migrant cane cutters at risk of entering slave labour conditions, Timbiras 

and Codó in the state of Maranhão. In this area, where there is a high degree of land inequality, 

sharecropping is the predominant form of landholding. (Carneiro et. al. 2008, pp. 20-21, 43) 

Interviewing cane cutters in the same region, I asked ten of them about this issue, and eight 

specifically mentioned experience with sharecropping, while one described working on land owned 

by his parents and one answer was ambiguous.  

 

Civil society groups have consistently called for specific land reform measures to be instituted with 

regards to slave labour. In 2008, 10,000 hectares of land were expropriated from the Mutran family. 

This was the first time this occurred specifically because of slave labour offences committed by the 

owners. The legal process had begun in 2004 and it is expected that the family will receive at least 

21 million reais in compensation (Reis and Magalhães 2008). This highlights the importance of a 

proposed law to enable expropriation of land without compensation, the most recent version of 

which (Proposta de Emenda Constitucional 438) has been pending since 2004.xix  

 

Unfortunately, as alluded to above, the efforts to combat slave labour in Brazil have not been 
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extended to the immigrant garment workers in mainly urban and suburban areas of São Paulo. 

While the term slave labour has sometimes been used by labour inspectors to refer to these cases, 

the complaints of have not been effectively treated as slave labour. Rather, the response has been 

to address labour violations without prioritizing those directly affected by these violations.  

 

In part, this is because Federal Police accompany labour inspectors responding to complaints of 

‘slave labour.’ The rationale is to ensure the safety of the inspectors, but the Police are also 

charged with enforcing immigration laws; anyone in the workshop who does not have work 

authorization is liable to receive an order to leave the country within seven days.xx While tens of 

thousands of Bolivian immigrants (28,000 according to Pyl 2008; 42,000 according to Dantas 

2008) were recently able to temporarily regularize their immigration status through an agreement 

between the Brazilian and Bolivian governments, a number of obstacles to regularization (including 

fees, fines, and bureaucratic issues) are thought to have prevented more immigrants from 

regularizing their status. Those entering after the date that the agreement was signed in 2005 were 

not eligible for regularization under the agreement and the agreement has not been renewed. The 

policy of Federal Police enforcing immigration law while accompanying labour inspectors continued 

to be in place during the time in which fieldwork was carried out in 2008, in spite of announcements 

(e.g., as reported in Lins Rossi 2005, p. 36) that it had changed and in spite of the objections 

raised in the report of the São Paulo City Council Commission (São Paulo City Council 2005, p. 

29). Were a worker to complain about labour conditions, she, or perhaps someone else in the 

workshop, may be subject to receiving such an order. The potential costs to the worker of making 

such a complaint far outweigh the benefits.  

 

The practice by the Federal Police, in addition to reducing the number of complaints made, 

demonstrates that even when inspections are carried out, the aims are not oriented to providing 

assistance and support to the workers involved. The response to the 149 cases of potentially 

‘forced, degrading or slave labour’ in sewing workshops investigated by the MPT in and around 

São Paulo can be taken as an example. None have resulted in the ‘liberation’ of workers with back 

wages, other financial compensation, and access to unemployment insurance, akin to the result for 

thousands of workers who have benefited from inspections by the Grupo Móvel. Nor have any of 

the cases resulted in the punitive appearance of firms on the ‘Dirty List’ of those using ‘slave 

labour.’xxi 

 

The second National Plan contains two measures relating to migrant workers (actions number 12 

and number 13), while the first National Plan did not specifically mention the issue. A set of policy 

recommendations was also issued as a result of the Tripartite Dialogue on Migration and Labour 
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Policy held in August 2008. It is not inevitable that these policy goals will be realized. The majority 

of the recommendations made in 2005 by the São Paulo City Council Commission, for example, 

have not been implemented. The National Plan and the Tripartite Dialogue, however, were 

formulated at the federal level and a number of stakeholders were part of the formulation process. 

On the ground, a series of dialogues among relevant actors were coordinated in 2008 by the MPT, 

who were also publicly highlighting the issue of contractor responsibility for labour conditions at 

subcontracted firms in the garment sector. Again, these are positive steps but workers have yet to 

see the benefits.  

 

 'Slaves' and 'Citizens' 

Figueira stated that Brazilian migrant workers are referred to as peões and “stigmatized” due to 

being poor. (2004, p. 145) He reveals widely held stereotypes of peões as drunks, dangerous, 

prone to fighting, lazy, or dishonest.xxii (2004, p. 142) He explains that these workers have been 

conceived of as “less human” (2004, p. 345) quoting one landowner who does not provide clean 

drinking water because “they don’t like it, they prefer to drink water from the stream” (2004, p. 313) 

and a rancher accused of labour abuses who stated that those he employed were “just marginal.” 

(2004, p. 315) Figueira argues that the abuses suffered by these workers demonstrates that their 

citizenship is violated (2004, p. 143) and suggests the possibility that if it is not a “social death” 

they suffer, they have perhaps experienced a “civil death.” (2004, pp. 146, 291)  

 

Many of the workers he refers to, coming from poor rural backgrounds, lacked identity documents. 

(Figueira 2004, p. 143) This can be viewed as a symbolic lack of citizenship status, reinforced by 

employers’ refusal to sign (and/or confiscation of) work cards. This is compounded by the fact that 

as migrants, workers are in some sense “foreigners.” (Rezende Figueira 2004, p. 102) He asks 

poignantly, “Do these Brazilian workers (truly) have a fatherland?” (Rezende Figueira 2004, p. 144, 

my translation) Similarly, Martins argues that “the non-owning and/or impoverished components of 

the rural population in Brazil have been either excluded from or marginalized in relation to a 

broadly defined notion of ‘belonging to’ or ‘being part of,’ and thus in a very basic sense defining 

the nation.” In other words, their realities do not form part of “what it means ‘to be Brazilian.’” 

(2002, p. 319) Reis states that peasants have “been historically deprived of basic rights usually 

associated with membership in a national political community.” (1998, p. 429) 

 

The role of race in the construction of 'citizenship' and those excluded from it should not be 

ignored. Largely through drawing a contrast to chattel slavery in colonial times, various authors 

have claimed that race is not a relevant factor in contemporary slave labour, 'except' that given the 
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over-representation of non-white persons in poverty in Brazil, it is unsurprising that the same is true 

for those found in slave labour. (e.g., Figueira 2004, p. 145; OIT 2005, p. 34, table 4)  

 

The case of PAGRISA, however, is illustrative. A review of the forms registering workers liberated 

from slave labour at PAGRISA for unemployment insurance yielded the following statistics: 20% of 

those responding gave their race listed as 'black,' 62% as 'pardo,' meaning 'brown' or 'mixed race,' 

and 18% as 'white.' In Brazil the corresponding percentages are  6.9% black, 42.6% pardo, and 

49.7% white; for the North, the figures are 6.2%, 69.2% and 23.9%; for the Northeast, they are 

7.8%, 62.5% and 29.2%; and for the state of Maranhão, where 65% of the workers were from, the 

figures are 9.6%, 62.3% and 26.7%. While not representative, these figures suggest that whites 

are under-represented and blacks arre over-represented. However, the more revealing statistic is 

how many of the forms had a response to this question: 247, compared to over 900 for state of 

reference, age, sex and marital status. Given that labour inspectors assist in filling out these forms, 

what is more clearly revealed here is a constructed silence around issues of race vis-a-vis slave 

labour. This denial of racial issues or silence on them has been questioned by Marinalva Dantas 

(Instituto Observatório Social 2004, p. 47) and by Nunes (2009). 

 

The use of the term 'slave' carries many meanings; among these is that of a 'foreigner' who does 

not have the rights of a 'citizen.' The rhetorical use of the term slave labour has been used to point 

out the denial of the citizenship of these migrant Brazilians in an attempt to rescue that citizenship. 

According to a staff member of the SIT involved in the work of the Grupo Móvel, rural Brazilian 

migrant workers objected to the term slave labour when it was initially used, but now understand 

that they are not being called slaves, rather citizens unjustly subjected to slavery. As rural workers 

have seen positive results from the application of the term, they have been able to use it as a tool 

in their own struggles.  

 

When I requested interviews from Bolivian garment workers in São Paulo, a number responded by 

saying, 'We are not slaves' before I had a chance to use the term 'slave labour.' Isabela made the 

point repeatedly in interviews. At one point, she turned on the Bolivian community's pirate radio 

station and we listened as a garment worker called in from his workshop to request a song. She 

then turned off the radio and said to me, 'Do you think he is a slave?'  

 

A seemingly small shift from the use of the term slave labour to the use of the term 'slave'  can 

reflect how both the meaning of 'slavery' and the consequences of applying the concept  can be 

different in different cases. A newspaper article from 13 December 1992 held in the archives of the 

Migration Studies Centre (Centro de Estudos Migratórios, CEM) for example, is titled, 'Workers 

Offer Themselves in Square, like Slaves.' In this case, we can see that the exploitation which 
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occurs becomes attributed to the worker herself, naturalizing such a status. There are a number of 

other pejorative terms applied to Bolivian and other Latin immigrants by Brazilians in São Paulo. 

One of these is 'clandestine.' This is used similarly to the way that the term 'illegal' might be used in 

the United States; one article in a local paper in 2001 was entitled 'Clandestines Invade São Bento 

Square' (critiqued in Costa 2001) while in 2004 another article about 'clandestines' was entitled, 

'Silent Invasion.' (Moraes 2004) Another term used in reference to Bolivian immigrants is 'Indian' 

(as opposed to 'indigenous') which serves to racialise the group, reinforcing the construction of a 

foreign, outsider identity, an 'othering' which serves to exclude the group from membership in 'local' 

society.  

 

Given the fact that many Bolivians lack work authorization and/or legal immigration status in Brazil, 

and others are assumed to be in this situation, this is often the meaning that is understood from the 

use of the terms slave labour, slavery and in particular, 'slave.' The Bolivian immigrants in São 

Paulo have seen little benefits from the use of the term, and as such the negative effect of its 

pejorative meaning has outweighed any benefits. As one staff member of an NGO that works on 

the issue of slave labour put it, the 'citizenship rights' of rural Brazilian migrants 'can be rescued, 

but in the case of an illegal workers, no.' This is because they have been constructed as non-

citizens, a construction which the application of the term 'slave' may serve to reinforce rather than 

challenge. As da Silva put it in a letter dated 22 July 1997,  responding to the use of the term 

“slave' in the title of an article about his book, the term ‘can contribute to reinforcing prejudices 

attributed to a group already discriminated against in many ways by the local society.’  

 Conclusion 

As Laís Abramo, the Director of the ILO Office in Brazil recently stated, 'Combating slave labour 

needs to be linked to the promotion of decent work.' There are a number of challenges to be faced 

in these efforts, not the least of which is confronting the threats to the jobs from mechanization (in 

one case) or competition from imports (in another). Nonetheless, significant progress has been 

made in Brazil towards combating slave labour conditions encountered by rural Brazilian migrants. 

The redefinition of slave labour in opposition to decent work was a starting point for policies to 

combat slave labour. These policies have been built around a core of increasingly effective labour 

inspections to address some other aspects of the decent work agenda. The provision of 

unemployment insurance and other forms of social protection to workers found in slave labour 

conditions, for example, has enabled their 'liberation' by making the choice to be 'rescued' a better 

one than the choice to remain in those conditions.   

 

Another term which may be conceived of in opposition to slavery is that of citizenship. Figueira and 

others have argued that the struggle against slave labour is a struggle to rescue the citizenship of 
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those Brazilians subject to forced labour practices and degrading conditions tied to their 

employment situations. I wish to suggest that this dichotomy may be one which is useful in 

considering a broader array of policies to combat 'slave labour.'  

 

For example, land reform measures could be instituted which would enable potential rural migrants 

to have increased security and freedoms in their home region. This in turn would provide for a 

greater degree of choice regarding what conditions would justify the decision to migrate, in turn 

increasing their bargaining power in employment situations currently prone to degrading conditions 

and/or restricted freedoms. The conditions suffered by immigrant workers in garment workshops, 

meanwhile, are very much a result of the citizenship rights denied to them, in ways which centre on 

but are not reducible to whether they have work authorization in Brazil. A number of policy 

remedies have been proposed in recent years, most recently as a result of the Tripartite Dialogue 

on Migration and Labour Policy, which would recognize that not all rights are linked to immigration 

status. If enacted, these policies could be part of an effort to construct citizenship in the place of 

slavery.  
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iii One of these, Energética do Cerrado in Itarumã appeared on the 'Dirty List' in December 2008, after this cut-off 

date. Another firm, PAGRISA, has not appeared on the list to my knowledge but a 2009 article describes a legal 
decision regarding the legality of the firm's appearance on the list. (Última Instância 2009) 

iv This inspection was not listed on the cases of slave labour in the sugar cane sector provided to me by staff 
responsible for the operations of the Grupo Móvel. I am including it among the cases of slave labour as identified by 
inspectors, although I am not sure why the case was omitted from the list.'  

v I have chosen an inclusive approach: for example, in one case it was noted that 'two men had to share one bed' and I 
included this as an instance of 'lack of mattresses,' although it is quite possible that this was there was only one 
mattress lacking. On the other hand, particularly where I did not access the inspection reports, many potential 
violations were not included in the descriptions. In one case, for example, where I relied solely on an article from 
Reporter Brasil, 153 autos de infração (citations for violations) were issued. A similar classification of labour 
violations found as a result of inspections in the sector (not, as I understand it, limited to those targeting or finding 
slave labour) is reported by Biondi, Monteiro and Glass. Of 2,236 citations issued between January 2007 and July 
2008, 44% were regarding hygiene and comfort and 17% were about worker health and safety. (2009, p. 12) 

vi All names of interview participants are changed to protect anonymity. 
vii In the case of workers in forced labour in the UK, Anderson and Rogaly note that the power of employers is 

increased through the dependency relationship created by such an arrangement. (Anderson and Rogaly 2005)  
viii The two I am aware of are AgroSerra in Maranhão and Usina Ester in São Paulo. 
ix The report relies on reported  number of accidents, so it may underestimate the number of accidents in rural 

employment overall. de Menezes and Saturnino report on rewards systems for workers who do not report accidents, 
systems which may incentivise under-reporting rather than improved practices. (2007, p. 250)   

x Even the total number of employees appears to be underestimated. According to the sugar cane industry association 
UNICA, there were nearly 190,000 cane cutters employed in São Paulo state alone at the end of 2007 (UNICA 
2009) while Reimberg (2009b) states that there are approximately 500,000 cane cutters nationwide in 2009. 

xi Immigrants from many regions are involved in the garment industry and some may experience similar conditions.  
For example, a recent operation against trafficking of persons for slave labour, in which alleged perpetrators as well 
as victims were Chinese, involved factories on 25 de Maio street in the heart of the garment district. (Spigliatti 2009, 
Em Cima da Hora 2009) 

xii They tend to perform only subcontracted sewing work, receiving orders from confecções. These manufacturers cut 
the garments before the sewing work is done in the oficinas and perform finishing work and pressing afterwards.  

xiii There are also particular issues around childcare and gendered violence, faced mainly by women workers, in part as 
a result of the fact that there is no separation between domestic space and work space. 

xiv ‘O pessoal’ is translated here and below as ‘they.’ It may also mean the group of people or the staff / personnel.  
xv Here there seems to have been a misunderstanding in which he, thought that I meant they worked until 12 midnight. 
xvi Another example of political pressure came in the form of a proposed law to “strip (the Grupo Móvel) of some of 

their power to investigate relationships between employers and employees, and to fine abusers.” This was an 
amendment to a larger bill seeking to unify two federal tax departments, lobbied for be media organizations 
“seeking more flexibility in the way they employ freelancers.” (Associated Press 2007a) The law was approved by 
Congress but vetoed by President Lula in 2007; as of 11 May 2009 this veto may still be overturned. (de Queiroz 
2009)  

xvii The ILO notes that the largest fine for slave labour offences was 'imposed in 2006 on a landowner from whose 
property 180 persons were released from “slave labour”, amounted to 5 million Brazilian reais (approximately US$3 
million).' Further, only one criminal conviction was 'known to have involved a prison sentence. In May 2008, the 
Federal Court of Maranhao imposed a 14-year prison sentence on Gilberto Andrade, including 11 years for the 
offence of reducing a person to slavery-like conditions. He was also ordered to pay 7.2million reais as arrears of 
wages to the workers.' (International Labour Conference 2009, p. 38) 

xviii For example, a group of steel firms who had been called to account for slave labour conditions in charcoal camps 
(since charcoal forms part of their supply chain) formed the Instituto Carvão Cidadão through which workers 
liberated from charcoal camps are placed in formal employment. There are also some literacy and education projects 
in Brazil targeting those at risk for slave labour, and efforts to enrol workers in the Brasil Alfabetizado programme. 

xix A land reform settlement being established in Piauí is also notable for specifically including families with members 
liberated from slave labour. (Pyl and Hashizume 2009) 

xx Deportations are not actually carried out in these cases because of the funds which would need to be spent on the 
process 

xxi There have been cases of immigrant workers found to be in slave labour in rural work who were given a deportation 
order, but did receive compensation. Brazilian law also gives preference in employment to 'Brazilians'  over 
immigrants. At least one case involving immigrant garment workers has been prosecuted under Article 149 of the 
Penal Code (Coordenadoria de Editoria e Imprensa – STJ 2008); as yet, I have been unable to collect data on how 
many similar cases have been prosecuted as slave labour and the results of these cases. 
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xxii De Souza Martins states that “poor peasants in areas where peonage occurs themselves display both a contempt 

towards and a fear of peons, and consider them rootless, feckless and ‘dangerous’ – the same attitudes in fact as 
those which structured the perceptions of black slaves in Brazil until the 19th century. (1997, p. 301) 
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