
Evidence grows of forced labour and slavery in 
production of solar panels, wind turbines
A ‘certificate of origin’ scheme could counter concerns about renewables supply chains, says 
Clean Energy Council

Australian Uyghurs protesting in Sydney. A new report has linked renewable energy supply 
chains producing solar panels and wind turbines to forced labour in regions such as Xinjiang in 
north-west China. Photograph: Flavio Brancaleone/EPA

The Australian clean energy industry has warned of growing evidence 
linking renewable energy supply chains to modern slavery, and urged 
companies and governments to act to eliminate it.

A report by the Clean Energy Council, representing renewable energy 
companies and solar installers, has called for more local renewable 
energy production and manufacturing and a “certificate of origin” 
scheme to counter concerns about slave labour in mineral extraction and 
manufacturing in China, Africa and South America.

Released on Tuesday, the paper said slavery in all supply chains was a 
global problem. But Australia is on a trajectory towards generating the 
vast majority of its electricity from solar, wind, hydro and batteries by 
2030 and needs to play an active role in addressing it in renewable 
energy industries.

“We’re at a moment in time when renewable energy supply chains are 
going to be scaling up significantly,” Dr Nick Aberle, the Clean Energy 
Council’s energy generation and storage policy director, said. “That 
means now is a critical opportunity to shape the future direction of those 
supply chains.”

The report cited detailed allegations of forced labour and slavery in 
supply chains for solar and wind energy and battery storage. Examples 
included that:

About 2.6 million Uyghur and Kazakh people have been subjected to 
coercion, “re-education programs” and internment in the Xinjiang region 
of north-west China, which is the source of 40-45% of the world’s solar-
grade polysilicon. A report by the United Nations office of the high 
commissioner for human rights three months ago found Xinjiang was 
home to “serious human rights violations”, and the US has listed 
polysilicon from China as a material likely to have been produced by child 
or forced labour.

On batteries, there were major issues with the mining of between 15% and 
30% of the world’s cobalt in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
Amnesty International found that children, some as young as seven, were 
working in artisanal cobalt mines, often for less than $2 a day. Mining 
conditions were reportedly hazardous, and workers often did not have 
adequate protective equipment and were exposed to toxic dust that 
contributed to hard metal lung disease.

On wind energy, there had been rapid growth in demand for balsa wood 
used in turbine blades that had reportedly led to workers in Ecuador’s 
Amazon region being subject to substandard labour conditions, including 
payment being made with alcohol or drugs. The demand for balsa has also 
reportedly increased deforestation, and affected the land rights of 
Indigenous people in Peru. Some balsa wood suppliers have more recently 
provided Forest Stewardship Council certifications, which verifies 
responsible forest management and fair wages and work environments.

NSW’s anti-slavery commissioner, Dr James Cockayne, said urgent action was
needed to address “the severe modern slavery risks in Australian renewable
energy supply chains and investments”.

“We need to see industry, government, the financial sector and civil society
working together to provide access to competitively costed, slavery-free
renewable energy,” he said. “If we don’t, modern slavery risks significantly
complicating the just transition to a decarbonised economy.”

Aberle said the government should create a taskforce of government, 
industry and civil society representatives to develop a plan to ensure 
Australia’s clean energy supply chain was “reliable, cost effective and slavery 
free”. He said strategies that should be explored included whether to 
establish domestic supply chain capabilities and how to improve
“traceability and detectability” within existing supply chains.

The report, compiled with the consultants from Norton Rose Fulbright, cited 
the US Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act, which came into force earlier 
this year and created a presumption that any products made in Xinjiang 
were linked to modern slavery and could not be imported into the US unless 
an importer provided “clear and compelling evidence” that there was no 
slavery in a product’s supply chain.

It said a globally recognised certificate of origin scheme would be complex 
but was “imperative to achieving landmark change”. Existing examples of 
work in this area included a solar stewardship initiative launched in 
September 2022 and a global battery alliance that was developing a “battery 
passport” system to improve traceability.

The Australian and US governments earlier this year said they wanted to 
break their near-complete reliance on China for clean energy and critical 
mineral supply chains, citing evidence the country was responsible for about 
80% of solar energy technology manufacturing.
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