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Foreword by
Alderman &
Sheriff Robert
Hughes-Penney

Justice for All
Series — Justice for
those vulnerable to
exploitation

As Sheriff of the City of London, and as someone who has
spent a career working in finance, [ am acutely aware that
the prosperity of our great City is inseparable from the
wellbeing of the people who live and work within it. Justice
is not an abstract concept confined to our courts or our
institutions — it is the foundation on which trust, economic
resilience and social cohesion depend. This Justice for All
series has been built on a simple principle: when justice is
extended to those most at risk, all of society benefits. Few
issues illustrate this more starkly than modern slavery.

Modern slavery is often described as a hidden crime,
but its effects are anything but hidden. This briefing sheds
a light on the breadth and depth of exploitation occurring
across the UK, including here in the City. It includes people
working in our supply chains, within subcontracted labour,
and in the informal economy that operates in parallel to our
legitimate markets. Despite the progress signalled by the
Modern Slavery Act 2015, the scale of the challenge remains
profound. Today, an estimated 122,000 people in the UK are
living in conditions of slavery — each one a person denied
dignity, freedom and the chance to build a secure life.

For the survivors of these crimes, the harm is deep
and lasting. The financial burden on the state is equally

significant, with the socio economic cost of modern slavery
estimated at £52—60 billion a year — an astonishing figure
that underlines the economic imperative for action. Modern
slavery is not only a grave violation of human dignity; it is
economically corrosive. It distorts markets, erodes tax rev-
enues, undermines lawful businesses and fuels organised
crime. Left unchecked, exploitation becomes a drag on our
national productivity and a stain on our reputation as a fair
and open economy.

Yet within this deeply troubling picture, there is also
a clear path forward. Both government and business have
crucial roles to play in preventing exploitation and pro-
tecting those at risk. The City of London — home to world
leading financial institutions, professional services firms
and global investors — has a unique opportunity to lead.

Businesses can strengthen their due diligence, share
data and intelligence, and support survivors with access to
good work. They can embrace new technologies responsi-
bly, deploying Al and advanced analytics to identify risks
without amplifying harms. They can work collectively,
recognising that transparency and collaboration strengthen
— not weaken — market integrity. And they can insist on
higher standards from the organisations with whom they
trade and invest.

I am encouraged by the leadership already shown by
many firms and by the growing willingness across sectors
to confront uncomfortable truths in supply chains and
labour practices. But more is needed. Tackling modern
slavery requires persistent attention, sustained investment
and a willingness to challenge the systems that allow
exploitation to thrive.

This briefing is an important contribution to that
effort. It sharpens our understanding of the problem,




highlights the gaps that still remain and points towards
practical action. Above all, it reminds us that justice is not
delivered by institutions alone — it is delivered by people,
organisations and communities working together with
purpose and resolve.

Introduction

Modern slavery in the UK has been described as ‘one of
the gravest abuses of human rights, depriving individuals
of their freedom and dignity while inflicting immeasurable
harm on families, communities, and society as a whole.”
In 2015, the Modern Slavery Act received Royal Assent
and was seen by many governments, civil society organi-
sations and international observers as world-leading in its
approach to tackling, preventing and disrupting modern
slavery, and providing support to and safeguarding sur-
vivors. Despite this legislative milestone, modern slavery
remains a significant and deeply entrenched problem in the
UK, with an estimated 122,000 people living in modern
slavery. Furthermore, efforts by government and the private
sector to prevent and address this exploitation — particularly
in enforcement, victim support and corporate compliance
— have been acknowledged by many key stakeholders as
falling short, and in need of decisive action to redress. This
paper aims to summarise findings from existing evidence
answering the research question: What roles and responsibil-
ities may public and private sector organisations, particularly
in the City of London, have in preventing the exploitation of
vulnerable people through modern slavery?

This paper draws primarily on academic literature
and sources such as reports from the House of Lords
Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee, the Home Office

Modern slavery remains
a significant and deeply
entrenched problem in
the UK, with an estimated
122,000 people living in
modern slavery.

and non-governmental organisations. It focuses primarily
on modern slavery in England and Wales, with a particu-
lar focus on findings and recommendations of relevance

to stakeholders in the City of London. It will provide an
overview of definitions and conceptual frameworks for
understanding modern slavery; provide insights into fac-
tors that may contribute to making individuals vulnerable
to abuse and exploitation through modern slavery, and into
the financial costs of modern slavery; reflect on the role of
government and businesses in protecting vulnerable people
from modern slavery; and capture key recommendations
from UK bodies for public and private sector actors, with
examples of approaches from other countries to preventing
modern slavery and supporting survivors.

Conceptual framework and definitions

Modern slavery is defined under the Modern Slavery
Act 2015 as encompassing slavery, servitude, forced or




compulsory labour and human trafficking. It is char-
acterised by the coercive exploitation of individuals for
the personal or financial gain of perpetrators, and occurs
across numerous sectors in the UK, including agricul-
ture, construction, domestic work, sex work and illicit
markets.> According to statutory guidance issued by the
Home Office under the Modern Slavery Act, there are two
elements to modern slavery. First, there must be means:
an individual is held either physically or through threat of
penalty. This may include use of force or threat of coer-
cion, fraud, abduction, deception or abuse of power.’ The
second element is service: the individual provides a service
to another person(s) for benefit.*

The Home Office operationally classifies mod-
ern slavery cases into four overarching categories for
National Referral Mechanism (NRM) reporting purposes
in the UK:®

1. Labour exploitation: survivors are exploited for
multiple purposes, working directly for offenders
in businesses they operate, or for another employer
through legitimate employment where their wages
may be confiscated by the offenders. This type of
modern slavery may take place in isolated locations
and squalid or unsafe conditions.

2. Domestic servitude: survivors are exploited by
their partner, relatives or other offenders to perform
tasks such as household chores and childcare and
are often confined to the house. Domestic servitude
can accompany arranged or forced marriage and
may occur alongside domestic abuse and sexual
exploitation.

3. Sexual exploitation: survivors are groomed or
forced by offenders for the purposes of sexual

exploitation by individuals or groups of offenders.
This type of modern slavery may include child sex-
ual exploitation and forced sex work.

4. Criminal exploitation: survivors are forced to
engage in criminal activities for the benefit of the
offenders. Examples of this type of modern slavery
include forced gang-related criminal activities often
relating to drug networks, begging, financial fraud
and acquisitive crime such as pickpocketing.

The Office of National Statistics notes that ‘the hidden
nature of modern slavery makes producing an accurate
prevalence measure difficult.” The Global Slavery Index
2023 estimates that there are around 122,000 people living
in modern slavery in the UK, a prevalence of around 1.8
people for every 1,000 in the UK.” Recent figures from

the Home Office paint a more limited picture of modern
slavery in the UK. In 2024, 19,125 potential survivors were
referred to the Home Office via the NRM, where potential
modern slavery survivors are identified and referred for a
competent authority within the Home Office. This figure
was a 13 per cent increase on the previous year. Of these,
the most common nationalities were British (23 per cent),
Albanian (13 per cent) and Vietnamese (11 per cent); 74 per
cent were male and 26 per cent were female, reflecting the
high proportion of labour and criminal exploitation cases
recorded in the NRM.?

Wider vulnerabilities to modern slavery

A range of factors have been identified in the literature
that may contribute to individuals’ vulnerability to
exploitation through modern slavery. Economic precar-
ity is a significant driver of vulnerability. Survivors are




often under pressure to provide financially for their family
members or may have no other means to provide for them-
selves.” Survivors may lack awareness of their statutory
employment rights, including minimum wage entitlement,
working time limits and contractual protections, and as a
result may be unaware that the conditions in which they are
working are not compliant with the law.??

Research has also found that modern slavery survi-
vors from the UK may often be vulnerable to exploitation
through their experiences in the care system, mental health
issues and substance use."! ECPAT (Every Child Protected
Against Trafficking) has found that children who go miss-
ing from home or care are disproportionately vulnerable
to sexual and criminal exploitation, with earlier research
indicating one in three trafficked children in the UK went
missing from local authority care.'?

In the context of modern slavery survivors in the UK
who come from other countries, vulnerability to exploita-
tion may be increased by language barriers, inability or
reluctance to access available health and social services,
discriminatory attitudes and behaviours by potential
employers, support services and other stakeholders, and
feelings of loneliness and a lack of strong social networks."

These vulnerabilities may be further compounded
where individuals have arrived in the UK through irregular
migration routes or are otherwise excluded from lawful
employment, increasing their dependence on exploitative
intermediaries." These survivors may have been deceived
about the work and financial opportunities awaiting them
in the UK, and may have incurred significant debts to the
people who have brought them to the country, which can
be exploited by their abusers. In such cases, survivors may

also have money deducted from their pay for their accom-
modation, transportation or clothing."

The gender dimension to modern
slavery

While precise data on the prevalence of women and girls in
modern slavery in the UK is lacking, internationally, it is
estimated that 71 per cent of the world’s 40.3 million mod-
ern slavery survivors are women and girls. In some forms
of modern slavery, such as forced sexual exploitation,
women and girls account for the overwhelming majority of
survivors (99 per cent) and are overrepresented in forced
labour (59 per cent).'

The experiences of women and girls in modern
slavery reflect broader patterns of gender-based
violence, sexual exploitation and domestic servitude,
which the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner has
described as ‘inherently tied to coercive and controlling
behaviours’.”” Analysis from the then UK’s Department
for International Development found that of the dispropor-
tionate representation of women and girls among modern
slavery victims internationally is closely associated with
structural gender inequality, including marginalisation and
limited economic opportunity, poor access to education
and higher rates of engagement in informal and precari-
ous labour. The scale and reach of exploitation targeting
women and girls continues to expand, with digital plat-
forms increasingly exploited by perpetrators to groom,
recruit and control victims, a trend that has accelerated sig-
nificantly in recent years and which presents growing chal-
lenges for law enforcement and safeguarding agencies.'®




Several high-profile investigations in recent years have
exposed not only the severity of sexual exploitation in the
UK but also the systematic failure of statutory authorities
to identify, protect and believe victims. The Telford child
sexual exploitation scandal in the West Midlands is one
such case, in which more than 1,000 girls were reported to
have been abused and sexually exploited by networks of
men over several decades. An independent inquiry iden-
tified systematic failings across the local council, police
and health services and other authorities, which allowed
‘generations of children’ to be treated by their abusers as
‘sexual commodities’ to be sold for profit or passed around
for sexual abuse.” The report also highlighted prejudicial
attitudes among these institutions that resulted in girls who
reported their exploitation being dismissed or blamed as
willingly engaging in sexual activity with their abusers, a
view that some of the children held themselves.?

More recently, a 2025 independent review led by
Baroness Casey into child sexual exploitation by grooming
gangs in England and Wales drew on 2023 national police
data. The report found that 78 per cent of identified victims
were girls, typically aged between 10 and 15 years old, and
that 76 per cent of recorded perpetrators were men. The
report also notes that the available ethnicity data on vic-
tims and perpetrators is insufficient to draw conclusions,
adding that ethnicity data is still not recorded for two-
thirds of child sexual exploitation perpetrators. The report
also highlighted what it described as an ‘ambivalent atti-
tude to adolescent girls both in society and in the culture
of many organisations’, adding that girls, particularly those
in the care of local authorities, are often judged as adults.!
The report also described a recurring operational model
used by grooming gangs in sexually exploiting vulnerable

children, in which the groomer manipulates or coerces the
victim into believing they are in a romantic relationship,
subsequently passing them to other men for sex, and using
drugs, alcohol and the threat and/or use of violence to
ensure their compliance.

The financial costs of modern slavery
in the UK

In 2018, the Home Office estimated the costs of mod-
ern slavery in the UK, focusing on costs per survivor
in three key areas: protective and preventative mea-
sures; physical and emotional harms, lost time and
output, and costs of health and victim services; and
response measures such as police and court costs.
The Home Office focuses specifically on three types of
modern slavery: labour exploitation, sexual exploitation
and domestic servitude. It found that domestic servitude
had the highest estimated unit costs at £390,080 per
survivor, reflecting the typically long duration of this
type of exploitation in the UK, which resulted in higher
physical and emotional harms and lost time and output.
Sexual exploitation and labour exploitation were esti-
mated to have similar unit costs, at £319,500 and £318,810
respectively. For both forms of exploitation, physical and
emotional harm was by far the highest estimated costs
(£270,890 and £268,450 respectively).?

Unseen UK, a modern slavery charity, has estimated
the socio-economic cost of modern slavery at £52—60
billion annually, amounting to approximately 2 per
cent of the UK’s gross domestic product. This figure
was calculated based on the Home Office’s estimate of the
cost to each modern slavery survivor in the UK, uplifted to




£450,000 to account for inflation over the past decade.”® The
cost of policing modern slavery to UK police forces in 2024
was estimated at around £210 million. Police force budgets
for modern slavery activities vary somewhat across forces;
Kent Police had the highest percentage in 2024 at 5.71 per
cent, while the City of London Police reported only 0.13 per
cent of its budget spent on modern slavery, despite NRM
and Duty to Notify data indicating relatively high reported
prevalence of modern slavery within the City of London
police force area, at 122.22 per 100,000.**

The Modern Slavery Policy Unit has also examined
the potential scale of lost tax revenue associated with
modern slavery, given that proper taxes are not paid
and proceeds from modern slavery may be transferred
out of the UK. They estimate that lost revenue from tax,
national insurance and employee and employer national
insurance contributions amounted to at least £52.4 million
in 2023, based on a relatively modest estimate of 22,500
victims being paid at national living wage. They note that
this figure is larger than the total 2023/24 budgets of the
UK’s three main labour enforcement bodies put together.
They also highlight the costs of pension contributions not
being paid to survivors.? In one high-profile modern slav-
ery prosecution in West Bromwich, designated Operation
Fort, it was estimated that the gang behind the case made a
profit of £2 million between 2012 and 2017.2

Under the Proceeds of Crime Act 2002, UK enforce-
ment authorities may recover the financial proceeds
of modern slavery through a range of asset-focused
interventions. These interventions include cash seizure
and listed asset seizure, Account Freezing Orders, restraint
orders to prevent asset dissipation, and recovery through
criminal confiscations, civil forfeitures and civil recovery

proceedings. Home Office data from the 2024/2025 finan-
cial year found that the total value of restraint orders rose by
almost 300 per cent to approximately £3 million. However,
this increase reflects growth from a relatively low baseline
and remains modest compared with estimated criminal
revenue generated by organised exploitation networks.
Furthermore, the aggregate value recovered through confis-
cation and forfeiture orders declined compared to previous
years. Only £945,000 was recovered through confiscation
orders and forfeiture orders in 2024/2025, continuing an
inverse trend in the amounts recovered through these inter-
ventions since the financial year 2020/2021. Furthermore,
there were 13 forfeiture orders and 12 restraint orders
granted for crimes related to modern slavery in the finan-
cial year 2024/25. Compensation linked to modern slavery
offences accounted for than 2 per cent of the £47.2 million
total ordered across all offences, indicating that victim
reparation remains marginal within asset recovery practice.”
Stakeholders have emphasised that although asset recovery
figures are dwarfed by the estimated criminal profits, finan-
cial investigations and asset denial remain critical tools for
disrupting organised exploitation networks.*®

The role of government

The Modern Slavery Act 2015 is the key piece of leg-
islation aimed at combatting modern slavery in the
UK. The Act was heralded by many at the time it received
Royal Assent as world-leading and ‘pioneering’ in its
approach,” and the then-Home Secretary Rt Hon Teresa
May declared that the legislation:

... sends the strongest possible signal to criminals
that if you are involved in this vile trade, you will




be arrested, you will be prosecuted and you will be
locked up. And it says to victims, you are not alone —
we are here to help you.*

Two criminal offences relating to modern slavery are set
out under the Act: Section 1 creates the offence of Slavery,
Servitude and Forced or Compulsory Labour, while
Section 2 creates the offence of Human Trafficking, where
exploitation relating to the trafficking is conduct amount-
ing to the Section 1 offence. The Modern Slavery Act
primarily extends to England and Wales, although some
provisions also apply in Scotland and Northern Ireland.
Similar legislation is in place in Northern Ireland, with the
Human Trafficking and Exploitation (Criminal Justice and
Support for Victims) Act (Northern Ireland) 2015, and in
Scotland, with the Human Trafficking and Exploitation Act
(Scotland) 2015.*

Among the measures set out in the Modern Slavery
Act, the maximum sentence available for the most serious
offenders was increased to life imprisonment; Slavery and
Trafficking Prevention Orders and Risk Orders to restrict
the activities of individuals where they could cause harm
were introduced; protections and support for survivors
were enhanced, as well as ensuring they are not inappro-
priately criminalised; and courts were given powers to
order offenders to pay Reparation Orders to survivors.
The Act also established the role of the Independent
Anti-Slavery Commissioner to drive the law enforce-
ment response to modern slavery.*> Furthermore, the Act
requires large commercial organisations that supply goods
and services to report each financial year the steps they
have taken to prevent and reduce the risk of modern slav-
ery in their business and supply chains, or report that they
have not taken any such steps.

The Act has come under criticism from a range
of stakeholders for several years. Indeed, the House of
Lords Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee noted in its
recent report that notwithstanding the achievements of the
legislation, since it was enacted, ‘the world has changed
and best practice has moved on.” For example, while the
reporting requirements in the Act had potential to improve
transparency and accountability, the Act does not prescribe
mandatory due diligence requirements, minimum reporting
standards, or financial penalties for non-compliance, and
enforcement is limited to injunctive relief by the Secretary of
State, a power that has never been used. It has been widely
noted that as a result, these company reports are inconsistent
in format and content, making it difficult to hold companies
to account for their actions in addressing modern slavery.**

Furthermore, the protection the Act affords sur-
vivors who have been forced to engage in criminal
activity has also been criticised as insufficient. These
protections do not apply to all types of crimes, and the
former Independent Anti-slavery Commissioner has noted
that police often do not consider from the outset that survi-
vors identified in criminal investigations have been forced
to engage in criminality.®® This creates particular tension in
cases involving drug trafficking or serious violence where
exploitation may nevertheless be present. In addition, Heys
et. al. (2022) noted that the Crown Prosecution Service
declared the evidential bar to be designated a modern
slavery survivor by the NRM ‘was a low one and can be
untested, self-serving, and based on hearsay evidence.”¢
As a result, NRM determinations are administrative rather
than judicial findings and therefore carry limited evidential
weight in criminal proceedings.?’




Lessons from international practice:
Legislative frameworks for
combatting modern slavery

Other countries facing similar challenges in dealing with modern slavery have taken approaches that may offer useful examples for
guiding legislative reform in the UK.

France

The 2017 Duty of Vigilance Law (loi relative au devoir de vigilance des sociétés méres et des entreprises donneuses d’ordre) places a
duty of due diligence on large French companies (more than 5,000 employees in France and more than 10,000 employees globally).
They are required to publish an annual vigilance plan setting out measures to identify risks and prevent serious impacts on human
rights resulting from their activities. These measures include risk mapping, tailored action plans, alert mechanisms and monitoring
systems, procedures to regularly assess the practices of subsidiaries, subcontractors and suppliers, and appropriate actions to pre-
vent and mitigate the risks of serious violations.

Under the legislation, any individual or organisation with a ‘legitimate interest’ can send formal notice to a business requesting com-
pliance with the law, and if the business does not meet its obligations within three months, they can request a ‘competent jurisdic-
tion’ to order the company to comply. Companies that do not meet the requirements of the legislation face civil liability and may be
ordered to compensate the harm caused.

By 2024, 30 formal notices and 13 lawsuits have been publicly filed under the legislation, including actions against TotalEnergies,
BNP Paribas, Carrefour, postal service La Poste and the national railway company SNCF. Commentators have pointed out that prog-
ress has been hampered by procedural questions about the law and in a 2023 case the Paris Judicial Tribunal criticised the lack of
clear guidelines in the Act for its implementation or clear standards for its assessment.3®

Australia

Australia’s modern slavery reporting model, established by the Modern Slavery Act 2018, requires businesses and other entities with
over $100 million in annual consolidated revenue to submit modern slavery statements. The statements must contain information
on their operations, supply chain risks, due diligence practices, training and effectiveness assessments. The statements are publicly
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available on the Modern Slavery Statements Register. The Australian Government also publishes an annual modern slavery statement
that explains what it is doing to identify and address modern slavery risks in government procurement and investments.

The reporting model has been recognised for drawing wider attention to modern slavery and the importance of dealing with risks in
supply chains; tangible and uniformly applied requirements and expectations for businesses; encouraging businesses to undertake
due diligence processes; and supporting corporate buy-in by requiring reporting statements to be signed and approved by the board
of directors or similar. Some limitations have also been flagged in relation to this model, including the lack of binding legal liability or
obligations on businesses that fail to address modern slavery concerns in their operations.*

The Netherlands

The Netherlands’ Child Labour Due Diligence Act 2019 (Wet zorgplicht kinderarbeid) requires businesses to examine whether goods or
services have been produced in their supply chain for Dutch consumers with child labour, and if so, take steps to mitigate and prevent
this. This requirement applies to all businesses with Dutch consumers, no matter their location, size or legal form.

Under the Act, businesses are required to investigate their supply chains to identify potential child labour; draft and implement action
plans should child labour be identified; submit declarations to a regulatory body that they have exercised appropriate due diligence

in preventing child labour in their operations. The Act provides for administrative fines of up to up to €870,000 or 10 per cent of total
global revenue where businesses have not complied with the requirements, and criminal penalties if a company receives two fines
within five years. While the Act has been praised for its pioneering approach, it has also raised concerns about hampering the competi-
tiveness of Dutch companies in the international market.*°

Transferable lessons

+  Move from reporting only requirements to mandatory due diligence, with clear minimum standards (risk mapping, action plans,
monitoring).

+ Introduce civil liability for failure to prevent modern slavery—related harm, enabling victims to seek redress.

+  Extend obligations beyond large companies to cover supply chains serving the UK market, regardless of company size or
location.

+  Require boardlevel accountability and approval of modern slavery compliance.

+ Introduce financial and criminal penalties for repeated noncompliance to incentivise genuine action.




The NRM, which predates the Modern Slavery

Act, has been described as the ‘centrepiece’ of the
UKs efforts to identify modern slavery survivors.*
Individuals suspected of being exploited through mod-
ern slavery are referred into the NRM, where they are
given a reasonable grounds decision in the first instance
and, at a later point, a conclusive grounds decision that
on the balance of probabilities it is more likely than not
that they are a modern slavery survivor.** Adult survivors
must give informed consent to be referred into the NRM,
while child survivors must be informed of the process.
Public authorities in England and Wales also have a ‘duty
to notify’ the Home Office about any individuals whom
they suspect of being a modern slavery survivor, but who
refuse to enter the NRM.*

The system has come under criticism from a range
of stakeholders for its delays — sometimes stretching
into years — in coming to conclusive grounds decisions,
providing insufficient protections and support to survi-
vors in the NRM, and offering them few rights.** It has
also been noted that when an individual has been referred
to the NRM, decisions about their asylum are put on hold
until the conclusive grounds decision is made.* As a result,
survivors in the NRM have described feeling in limbo,
powerless to move forward in their lives and ‘worthless
and unwanted when they could have been contributing
to the wider community.*® Recent literature has also
explored the harmful impact of this profound uncertainty
on survivors’ mental and physical health, and feelings of
alienation.”” It has also been highlighted that many people
in the NRM system are held in detention centres and/or
may be subject to deportation.*® In 2025, the Home Office

published its Action Plan on Modern Slavery, setting out

a range of actions to address issues in the identification of
and support provided to survivors. Among these actions
was a plan to improve the timeliness of decision making
in the NRM with the addition of 200 Decision Makers.
The Home Office anticipated that the backlog of survivors
would be cleared within two years.*

While the Home Office has reported that more
survivors are being identified and protected through
the NRM,* these numbers are widely accepted to be an
underestimate of the full scale of modern slavery in the
country.” Furthermore, the prosecution rate — that is, the
number of defendants prosecuted compared with the num-
ber of victim referrals through the NRM — is low at around
1.8 per cent. This rate is similar those of other ‘hidden’
crimes such as domestic abuse.? Furthermore, few rep-
aration orders against people convicted of modern slav-
ery offences have been made to date.”® The Employment
Tribunal can provide compensation to modern slavery
survivors where the survivor has applied with the time
limits and are supported by legal representation, but other
opportunities and avenues for compensation are limited.

The provision of support to survivors has gone
through a range of changes since the Modern Slavery
Act was first enacted. This support includes access to
accommodation, financial support, interpreters, advice,
medical care and counselling, and access to legal aid for
immigration advice. However, serious concerns have been
raised in many quarters about adequacy of the time-lim-
ited support services offered to modern slavery survivors,
with some describing a ‘cliff-edge of support when exiting
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the NRM.” This has reportedly left survivors vulnerable
to further exploitation and abuse and compounded their
experiences of trauma and isolation.** The House of Lords
Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee also referred to
recent immigration legislation that has had the effect of
limiting survivors’ access to the protections and support
that the Modern Slavery Act originally provided to vic-
tims. In particular, it highlighted provisions of the Illegal
Immigration Act 2023 excluding anyone who ‘is not a
British citizen’ (section 29(4)(a)) or ‘is liable to deportation’
(section 29(4)(b)(b)) from protection.

Furthermore, the Committee has noted that the
current visa system in the UK can leave some work-
ers more vulnerable to exploitation by their employers,
giving as an example the requirement on workers to find
a new job within 60 days of leaving an employer.® The
Centre for Social Justice has also highlighted insufficient
protections offered in visa schemes for shortage occupa-
tions in low-paid sectors such as agriculture, and in Health
and Care Worker visas to the social care sector. Access to
paid employment is often of critical importance to modern
slavery survivors, yet constraints in their visa status may
generate barriers and increase the individual’s vulnerabil-
ity to further exploitation.*

The Modern Slavery Policy Unit has stated that the
extent of non-compliant labour practices reflects the
fragmented labour enforcement landscape in the UK.
Sectors where modern slavery is understood to be espe-
cially encountered include social care, agriculture, hospi-
tality, hand car washes and construction, although it can
be found in many other areas in the UK economy. Around
90 per cent of the UK’s 5,000 hand car washes are thought
to operate in a way that creates higher risks of modern

slavery, reflecting the risks of exploitation in large infor-
mal sectors with poor employment law compliance, per-
sistent low pay and difficult working conditions.*” Indeed,
in 2016 it was estimated that the UK informal economy
generates 10—12 per cent of GDP.*® While the International
Labour Organisation has recommended that countries with
industrial market economies like the UK have one labour
inspector per 10,000 workers, it is among the lowest per-
formers for comparable OECD countries, with around one
labour inspector per 20,000 workers.*

Three enforcement agencies sit under the Director of
Labour Market Enforcement: HM Revenue and Customs,
the Employment Agency Standards Inspectorate and the
Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority; several other
bodies also have roles in labour enforcement. In July 2024,
plans for a new single enforcement body, to be called the
Fair Work Agency (FWA), were announced in the King’s
Speech. The FWA will be an executive agency of the
Department for Business and Trade and will discharge a
range of functions to enforce certain employment laws,
bringing together existing enforcement functions to pro-
vide a more joined-up approach to labour market enforce-
ment. It will have powers to inspect workplaces, require
employers who have underpaid employees to pay them
what they are owed, in addition to penalties to the govern-
ment, and to bring proceedings in the employment tribu-
nal on workers’ behalf. According to the Department for
Business and Trades, the FWA is expected to commence
operation in April 2026.%°

13



The role of business in modern slavery

Modern slavery is embedded within legitimate markets
in the UK, often concealed within subcontracting and
labour chains. Businesses that operate in the UK may also
use informal or illicit overseas or third-party labour agen-
cies, which may be exploiting their recruits. These provid-
ers may manage cleaning, security or maintenance services
in legitimate places of business, or recruit additional
workers for businesses in need of short-term or seasonal
labour, such as agriculture, social care and construction.
In these arrangements, legitimate businesses may have
limited visibility over the provider’s recruitment practices,
and exploited workers may be performing their work at
times of the day or night, or in physical spaces, where there
is little or no opportunity to engage with other employees
of the business.®!

It is important to note that many UK businesses
are taking meaningful action to prevent and address
modern slavery in their operations. For example, some
businesses are working with charities and non-governmen-
tal organisations for practical advice and toolkits and col-
laborating on awareness-raising activities and data sharing
on good practices.®> Some are proactively using tools such
as social audits that can assess the risks of modern slavery
in a business’s operations and how it militates against those
risks. However, it has been reported that social audits,
even when they have been conducted by independent third
parties, may not be effective in identifying exploitation.
This may be because survivors are fearful of participating
in the process and revealing that they are being exploited,
whether they face threats to themselves and loved ones,
are concerned about their irregular immigration status, or

Modern slavery is
embedded within
legitimate markets in
the UK, often concealed
within subcontracting
and labour chains.

because the auditors may be unable to inspect workplaces,
for example because they are in remote locations.*

Furthermore, the business environment in the
UK presents a range of barriers to the private sector
effectively tackling modern slavery. Businesses may be
concerned about losing competitive advantages by sharing
information and working with others to respond to iden-
tified and emerging risks around modern slavery. Others
may shy away from thoroughly investigating labour prac-
tices in their operations and supply chains, concerned that
identifying exploitation may cause them reputational harm.
In the absence of mandatory due diligence obligations and
meaningful sanctions, responsible firms may perceive
themselves to be competitively disadvantaged relative to
non-compliant actors.®

Businesses may also be lacking in due diligence to
identify and address risks of exploitation of workers
through modern slavery in their operations. While
many businesses, particularly those based in the UK, may
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not have a high risk of modern slavery in their direct oper-
ations, there may be significant exposure to it through their
supply chains. Subcontracting organisations, which may
be responsible for sourcing products or services for the
business, may provide limited labour protection and over-
sight of working conditions.® Some researchers have urged
businesses to employ more creativity in their due diligence
activities, including different approaches to stakeholder
engagement and working with non-governmental organi-
sations and industry associations to better understand why
modern slavery occurs in certain settings, and to monitor
and evaluate efforts to prevent modern slavery.®

Over the past decade, attention has increasingly
been paid to the use of internet technologies in the
exploitation of vulnerable people. In the literature, the
use of social media platforms to identify, groom and recruit
potential victims, often through misinformation about the
work, pay and working conditions on offer. Furthermore,
given the scale and reach of these platforms, abusers can
target more people, more quickly, than previously possible.
They can also access potential victims’ personal informa-
tion and exploit identified vulnerabilities, while operating
in near anonymity.*’

Financial technology, or fintech, has also been used
by abusers to facilitate exploitation of modern slavery
survivors. Fintech, such as mobile banking apps and gig
economy payment systems, operate with minimal in-per-
son contact. Furthermore, their speed and accessibility can
make it easy for abusers to exploit survivors by controlling
their money and laundering illicit profits. Crypto launder-
ing is also reportedly being increasingly used by abusers to
move and conceal profits.®

There is growing interest among public authorities
and private sector organisations in using artificial intel-
ligence (AI) and advanced data analytics to detect and
protect against modern slavery. Examples include the
use of Al to enhance transparency and traceability within
complex global supply chains, including mapping supplier
relationships, identifying risk indicators and detecting
anomalies associated with forced labour.® Al tools can pro-
cess large volumes of structured and unstructured data at
scale, potentially enabling earlier identification of high-risk
suppliers, labour intermediaries or geographic hotspots.
This may support more structured, evidence based report-
ing under Section 54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015.7°
Lancaster University recently received research funding to
explore the explore the use of Al-driven text analysis and
benchmarking tools to assess corporate compliance with
Section 54 reporting requirements of the Modern Slavery
Act, benchmark businesses against identified best practice,

Over the past decade,
attention has increasingly
been paid to the use of
internet technologies

in the exploitation of
vulnerable people.
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and provide insights into how companies can improve their

anti-slavery work.”

However, deployment of Al in this context raises
significant ethical legal and governance concerns, par-
ticularly given the heightened vulnerability of individ-
uals affected by exploitation. The Modern Slavery and
Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre recommends

cross-sector collaboration between businesses, non-govern-
mental organisations, data scientists and other stakeholders

to clarify both the potential benefits and unintended harms
of the use of Al, and to ensure proportionate safeguards,
transparency and accountability mechanisms are embed-
ded in the system.”

Recommendations from UK bodies for
public and private sector

A range of reform opportunities have been identified for
public authorities and private sector actors, acting both
independently and in collaboration, to improve efforts
to address modern slavery in the UK. These recommen-
dations are summarised in brief below, with a particular
focus on opportunities for the City of London to demon-
strate leadership in these efforts.

Recommendations for government

* Enhancing reporting requirements under the
Modern Slavery Act: The Centre for Social
Justice has recommended that the government
strengthen Section 54 transparency requirements
by introducing mandatory minimum reporting

criteria and a single reporting deadline, extend-
ing reporting obligations to public authorities and
investment organisations, and introducing mean-
ingful sanctions for non-compliance, including
director disqualification and financial penalties.”
The Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee also
recommended the creation of a publicly accessible
government-maintained dashboard to improve the
transparency, comparability and security of corpo-
rate modern slavery statements.”™

Improving monitoring enforcement of labour
regulations: The soon-to-be established Fair Work
Agency should be adequately resourced and granted
sufficient investigative and prosecutorial powers to
expand both proactive and intelligence-led work-
place inspections.” The Modern Slavery Act 2015
Committee has also recommended that the Home
Office, law enforcement and the Crown Prosecution
Service work together to better understand obsta-
cles to prosecuting modern slavery offences, and
increase available resources for these prosecutions.”
Enhancing the support and safeguarding offer
for modern slavery survivors: Multiple stake-
holders have recommended providing a minimum
of 12 months of additional support for survivors
following a positive conclusive grounds decision,
including temporary leave to remain, access to
lawful employment, and recourse to public funds

to support sustained reintegration.”” The Modern
Slavery Act 2015 Committee also recommended
that government continue its efforts to reduce delays
in decision making about conclusive grounds to pro-
vide more certainty and stability to survivors and
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support reintegration; provide more information on
employment rights and how to report exploitation;
and remove or amend provisions within the Illegal
Migration Act 2023 that restrict access to protec-
tions for individuals who are not British citizens or
who are liable for removal.”®

Take further steps to apply financial penalties
to abusers, and compensation and reparation

to survivors: The financial dimension of modern
slavery, in terms of profits to abusers and the costs
to survivors, the public sector and the wider com-
munity, is clear. The Centre for Social Justice has
recommended that the Crown Prosecution Service
update guidance for prosecutors, requiring them to
consider making applications for reparation orders
under the Modern Slavery Act and confiscation
orders under the Proceeds of Crime Act.”” Unseen,
the anti-slavery charity, has also recommended
boosting financial investigations in suspected cases
of modern slavery to support the prosecution of
offenders, and to scope and dismantle criminal
networks behind modern slavery.®® The Ministry
of Justice could also make it easier for survivors to
seek compensation, for example by adding modern
slavery offences to the list of ‘crimes of violence’ in
the Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme.®

Recommendations for business

* Take proactive steps to identify and militate

against modern slavery risks: Businesses can
take more proactive steps to go beyond legal
requirements in preventing modern slavery.

Businesses can develop due diligence practices

in line with best practice internationally, and
increase data sharing and coordination in their
prevention activities with other businesses and the
public sector.?? In the fintech sector, Unseen has
recommended that organisations better train fraud
and compliance teams to detect signs of modern
slavery, including monitoring for potential patterns
of exploitation such as irregular payment patterns
in gig economy platforms, financial accounts
accessed from multiple locations and/or devices,
and cryptocurrency transactions that appear to
lack clear origin or purpose.®

Develop ethical and safe technologies: The Centre
for Policy Research at the United Nations University
has recommended that businesses work with
policymakers and technology experts to develop
responsible Al tools to support modern slavery
identification and risk mitigation efforts and provide
guidelines and forums for dialogue between the
public and private sector on best practices.®*
Provide legitimate employment opportunities for
modern slavery survivors: People who have been
identified as survivors but are not in paid employ-
ment remain at risk of potential re-exploitation by
abusers. Businesses should develop formal outreach
processes for survivors with the right to work in the
UK, providing suitable employment and job-skills
training opportunities.®
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Conclusion

This briefing paper outlines both the scale and reach of
exploitation through modern slavery in the UK and the
recognised shortcomings in approaches taken by gov-
ernment and the private sector to meaningfully address
it. In the context of the Justice for All series and its central
thesis that justice for all makes economic sense, the eco-
nomic case for preventing modern slavery and providing
justice for modern slavery survivors is clear. The heavy
socio-economic costs, alongside lost revenue from taxes
and other contributions, as well as underutilised capacities
to recover financial proceeds from abusers, harm survivors
and the wider community while abusers profit financially.

There are opportunities for businesses within the
City of London to adopt a leadership role in private
sector action to address modern slavery. This paper sets
out potential domains for these actions, such as building up
due diligence efforts, developing and using new technology
to identify risks, providing legitimate employment oppor-
tunities for survivors and working more transparently with
government and other stakeholders.

The final session in the Justice for All series, on 29
June, will further explore the role of finance in enabling
justice through mechanisms such as social impact invest-
ment, technology adoption in law enforcement, and the cre-
ation of sustainable models for system reform. Discussions
will highlight innovative funding mechanisms to support
both state and third-sector justice interventions.

There are opportunities
for businesses within the
City of London to adopt &
leadership role in private
sector action to address
modern slavery.
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