Ottawa, 15 April 2026

Submission to the Office of the United States Trade Representative
Re: Section 301 Investigations into Forced Labour Across 60 Countries

Above Ground respectfully submits these comments in response to USTR’s initiation of
Section 301 investigations into the acts, policies, and practices of various economies related
to forced labour.

Above Ground is a Canadian civil society group that works to ensure that companies based in
Canada or supported by the Canadian state respect human rights and the environment
worldwide. We are on the steering committee of the Canadian Network for Corporate
Accountability (CNCA) and Global Initiative for Corporate Accountability (GICA) and are an
active member of the Coalition Against Forced Labour in Trade (CAFLT).

We welcome the USTR’s focus on forced labour in global supply chains, which remains a
deeply entrenched form of human rights abuse harming millions of workers around the globe.
Forced labour import prohibitions have been effective in driving corporate accountability and
providing remedies for workers. Since its coming into force in 2020, we have been advocating
for the effective implementation of Canada’s forced labour import ban.

The Section 301 investigation should prioritize worker rights and long-term systemic change,
rather than narrow trade outcomes. Imposing tariffs on 60 countries, including Canada, would
undermine efforts to combat forced labour.

In Canada, Bill C-251 is currently moving through the legislative process. If adopted, it could
significantly strengthen enforcement of Canada’s import ban, as legal analysis has shown. We
are concerned that rushed action — taken to appease concerns of the U.S. administration
rather than address shortcomings in the current Canadian framework — may prove neither
thorough nor sustainable.

The Section 301 process should be grounded in fairness, transparency, and constructive
engagement with trading partners. Section 301 allows for a phased process. USTR should
acknowledge that time is required for states to adopt and implement import bans. Many
countries subject to these investigations face genuine capacity constraints in designing,
legislating, and enforcing forced labour import prohibitions.

Rather than relying on punitive measures, the USTR should use this process to engage
governments in identifying gaps in their legal frameworks. The U.S. government should
partner with these countries to develop tailored pathways toward implementation. Import
ban commitments can only be realized over a period of years. A collaborative approach —
supported by clear benchmarks, dialogue, and mentoring — will be far more effective in
achieving durable reforms than having a policy on paper that merely checks a box but cannot
be enforced.
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A central component of this engagement should be the provision of technical assistance

and capacity building. We encourage the U.S. government to commit to funding and
implementing capacity-building programs that enable partner countries to design, enact, and
enforce import prohibitions in line with international standards. This includes support for
customs enforcement, labour inspection systems, supply chain tracing, protections for
workers submitting evidence of forced labour, and the development of legal procedures for
implementation. Grant funding and technical assistance should be made available to
countries that demonstrate a commitment to adopting and implementing forced labour
import bans, ensuring that enforcement efforts align to raise labour standards globally.

Finally, the effectiveness and credibility of the Section 301 investigations will require
consultation with workers’ rights organizations and unions. Measures taken under this
process should be carefully calibrated to avoid unintended harm to workers, and should
instead contribute to improved working conditions, labour rights, freedom of association, and
access to remedy. The United States could play a critical leadership role in shaping a
coordinated global response to forced labour — one that includes Canada — but only if this
process is implemented as a collaborative effort that supports countries in their
implementation of enforceable policies to combat forced labour.

Sincerely,

(et

Karen Hamilton
Director
Above Ground (a project of MakeWay)
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