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BENJINA, Indonesia — The Burmese slaves sat on the floor and stared through the rusty bars of their locked
cage, hidden on a tiny tropical island thousands of miles from home.
Just a few yards away, other workers loaded cargo ships with slave-caught seafood that clouds the supply
networks of major supermarkets, restaurants and even pet stores in the United States.
But the eight imprisoned men were considered flight risks — laborers who might dare run away. They lived on
a few bites of rice and curry a day in a space barely big enough to lie down, stuck until the next trawler forces
them back to sea.
"All I did was tell my captain I couldn't take it anymore, that I wanted to go home," said Kyaw Naing, his dark
eyes pleading into an Associated Press video camera sneaked in by a sympathetic worker. "The next time we
docked," he said nervously out of earshot of a nearby guard, "I was locked up."
Here, in the Indonesian island village of Benjina and the surrounding waters, hundreds of trapped men
represent one of the most desperate links criss-crossing between companies and countries in the seafood
industry. This intricate web of connections separates the fish we eat from the men who catch it, and
obscures a brutal truth: Your seafood may come from slaves.
The men the AP interviewed on Benjina were mostly from Myanmar, also known as Burma, one of the
poorest countries in the world. They were brought to Indonesia through Thailand and forced to fish. Their
catch was then shipped back to Thailand, where it entered the global stream of commerce.
Tainted fish can wind up in the supply chains of some of America's major grocery stores, such as Kroger,
Albertsons and Safeway; the nation's largest retailer, Wal-Mart; and the biggest food distributor, Sysco. It can
find its way into the supply chains of some of the most popular brands of canned pet food, including Fancy
Feast, Meow Mix and Iams. It can turn up as calamari at fine dining restaurants, as imitation crab in a
California sushi roll or as packages of frozen snapper relabeled with store brands that land on our dinner
tables.
In a year-long investigation, the AP talked to more than 40 current and former slaves in Benjina. The AP
documented the journey of a single large shipment of slave-caught seafood from the Indonesian village,
tracking it by satellite to a gritty Thai harbor. Upon its arrival, AP journalists followed trucks that loaded and
drove the seafood over four nights to dozens of factories, cold storage plants and the country's biggest fish
market.
The tainted seafood mixes in with other fish at a number of sites in Thailand, including processing plants.
U.S. Customs records show that several of those Thai factories ship to America. They also sell to Europe and
Asia, but the AP traced shipments to the U.S., where trade records are public.
By this time, it is nearly impossible to tell where a specific fish caught by a slave ends up. However, entire
supply chains are muddied, and money is trickling down the line to companies that benefit from slave labor.
The major corporations contacted would not speak on the record but issued statements that strongly

condemned labor abuses. All said they were taking steps to prevent forced labor, such as working with
human rights groups to hold subcontractors accountable.
Several independent seafood distributors who did comment described the costly and exhaustive steps taken
to ensure their supplies are clean. They said the discovery of slaves underscores how hard it is to monitor
what goes on halfway around the world.
Santa Monica Seafood, a large independent importer that sells to restaurants, markets and direct from its
store, has been a leader in improving international fisheries, and sends buyers around the world to inspect
vendors.
"The supply chain is quite cloudy, especially when it comes from offshore," said Logan Kock, vice president
for responsible sourcing, who acknowledged that the industry recognizes and is working to address the
problem. "Is it possible a little of this stuff is leaking through? Yeah, it is possible. We are all aware of it."
The slaves interviewed by the AP had no idea where the fish they caught was headed. They knew only that it
was so valuable, they were not allowed to eat it.
They said the captains on their fishing boats forced them to drink unclean water and work 20- to 22-hour
shifts with no days off. Almost all said they were kicked, whipped with toxic stingray tails or otherwise
beaten if they complained or tried to rest. They were paid little or nothing, as they hauled in heavy nets with
squid, shrimp, snapper, grouper and other fish.
Some shouted for help over the deck of their trawler in the port to reporters, as bright fluorescent lights
silhouetted their faces in the darkness.
"I want to go home. We all do," one man called out in Burmese, a cry repeated by others. The AP is not using
the names of some men for their safety. "Our parents haven't heard from us for a long time. I'm sure they
think we are dead."
Another glanced fearfully over his shoulder toward the captain's quarters, and then yelled: "It's torture. When
we get beaten, we can't do anything back. ... I think our lives are in the hands of the Lord of Death."
In the worst cases, numerous men reported maimings or even deaths on their boats.
"If Americans and Europeans are eating this fish, they should remember us," said Hlaing Min, 30, a runaway
slave from Benjina. "There must be a mountain of bones under the sea. ... The bones of the people could be
an island, it's that many."...
The U.S. counts Thailand as one of its top seafood suppliers, and buys about 20 percent of the country's $7
billion annual exports in the industry. Last year, the State Department blacklisted Thailand for failing to meet
minimum standards in fighting human trafficking, placing the country in the ranks of North Korea, Syria and
Iran. However, there were no additional sanctions.
Thailand's seafood industry is largely run off the backs of migrant laborers, said Kendra Krieder, a State
Department analyst who focuses on supply chains. The treatment of some of these workers falls under the
U.S. government's definition of slavery, which includes forcing people to keep working even if they once
signed up for the jobs, or trafficking them into situations where they are exploited.
"In the most extreme cases, you're talking about someone kidnapped or tricked into working on a boat,
physically beaten, chained," said Krieder. "These situations would be called modern slavery by any measure."
The Thai government says it is cleaning up the problem. On the bustling floor of North America's largest
seafood show in Boston earlier this month, an official for the Department of Fisheries laid out a plan to
address labor abuse, including new laws that mandate wages, sick leave and shifts of no more than 14 hours.

However, Kamonpan Awaiwanont stopped short when presented details about the men in Benjina.
"This is still happening now?" he asked. He paused. "We are trying to solve it. This is ongoing."
The Thai government also promises a new national registry of illegal migrant workers, including more than
100,000 flooding the seafood industry. However, policing has now become even harder because decades of
illegal fishing have depleted stocks close to home, pushing the boats farther and deeper into foreign waters.
The Indonesian government has called a temporary ban on most fishing, aiming to clear out foreign poachers
who take billions of dollars of seafood from the country's waters. As a result, more than 50 boats are now
docked in Benjina, leaving up to 1,000 more slaves stranded onshore and waiting to see what will happen
next.
Indonesian officials are trying to enforce laws that ban cargo ships from picking up fish from boats at sea.
This practice forces men to stay on the water for months or sometimes years at a time, essentially creating
floating prisons.
Susi Pudjiastuti, the new Fisheries Minister, said she has heard of different fishing companies putting men in
cells. She added that she believes the trawlers on Benjina may really have Thai owners, despite the
Indonesian paperwork, reflecting a common practice of faking or duplicating licenses.
She said she is deeply disturbed about the abuse on Benjina and other islands.
"I'm very sad. I lose my eating appetite. I lose my sleep," she said. "They are building up an empire on slavery,
on stealing, on fish(ing) out, on massive environmental destruction for a plate of seafood."...
The seafood the slaves on Benjina catch may travel around the world, but their own lives often end right
here, in this island village.
A crude cemetery holds more than graves strangled by tall grasses and jungle vines, where small wooden
markers are neatly labelled, some with the falsified names of slaves and boats. Only their friends remember
where they were laid to rest.
In the past, former slave Hla Phyo said, supervisors on ships simply tossed bodies into the sea to be
devoured by sharks. But after authorities and companies started demanding that every man be accounted for
on the roster upon return, captains began stowing corpses alongside the fish in ship freezers until they
arrived back in Benjina, the slaves said.
Lifting his knees as he stepped over the thick brush, Phyo searched for two grave markers overrun by weeds
— friends he helped bury.
It's been five years since he himself escaped the sea and struggled to survive on the island. Every night, his
mind drifts back to his mother in Myanmar. He knows she must be getting old now, and he desperately
wants to return to her. Standing among so many anonymous tombs stacked on top of each other,
hopelessness overwhelms him.
"I'm starting to feel like I will be in Indonesia forever," he said, wiping a tear away. "I remember thinking when I
was digging, the only thing that awaits us here is death."

