


Modern slavery and human trafficking are widespread issues that persist in various forms, affecting individuals globally, including within the borders of the United Kingdom (Charnley et al., 2020). Despite the country's commitment to human rights and legal frameworks, these illegal practices continue to exploit vulnerable populations. Modern slavery encompasses various forms of exploitation, where individuals are forced or deceived into forced labour or other exploitative situations. Human trafficking, as a subset of modern slavery, involves the recruitment, transportation, transfer, the acquisition of people by compulsion, or deception for the purpose of exploitation. Both practices persist despite global efforts to eradicate them, reflecting the challenges inherent in addressing such complex and clandestine crimes. Vulnerable populations, such as migrants, refugees, and those facing economic hardships, are particularly susceptible to these kinds of exploitation (Latham-Sprinkle et al., 2019). The essay aims to examine the societal and governmental responses to these crimes, recognising the significance of legal frameworks such as the Modern Slavery Act 2015. By looking at how the responses to modern slavery and human trafficking, it can be determined what factors have influenced changes, such as adjusting to new challenges in stopping human trafficking and modern slavery.

Over the years, societal and governmental responses to modern slavery and human trafficking have undergone a significant evolution. Initially, these issues of modern slavery and human trafficking often went unnoticed or were met with inadequate attention (Gardner, 2018). However, an increasing recognition of the gravity of these crimes has led to a transformation in societal attitudes and governmental approaches (Broad et al., 2019.) There are several reasons why trafficking has become a criminal focus in politics, the legal system, and society at large, including growing connections to prostitution (Weitzer, 2007). As well as this, responses have also been influenced by world events. An example is with the increasing number of migrants and refugees entering the United Kingdom over the years, which has led to more groups being vulnerable to exploitation and being targeted more frequently (FitzGerald, 2016). A rise of 10.3% was observed in the number of referrals for modern slavery and human trafficking by December 2022, with 7936 made for possible victims of exploitation that has occurred exclusively in the UK (National Crime Agency, 2023). These victims of human trafficking and modern slavery suffer from a variety of forms of exploitation. Numerous victims are forced into labour that is exploitative, whether it be domestic work, construction work, or agricultural. These victims who work unreasonably long hours for little or no pay may also be subject to physical abuse, threats, or debt bondage, all of which severely restrict their ability to take charge of their own life and well-being (Cockbain et al., 2019). Some victims will be coerced it into prostitution and forced to travel the world to meet the demands of traffickers after being drawn into this criminal world at a young age. As well as this other victims of human trafficking, particularly young ones, are used for pornographic reasons for financial gain (Eccleston, 2013). Children are especially vulnerable to exploitation, as traffickers can use them for dangerous jobs in industries like manufacturing or agriculture. Many children who are trafficked are also used on the streets for forced begging or street vending. Children's naivety and dependence are exploited, leading to unpaid and frequently dangerous employment (Wood, 2020). There are instances where many victims of human trafficking are used for organ trafficking. Many of these victims are either are sent to transport organs to a certain location to be sold, or they are murdered for the purpose of having their organs sold for financial gain (Columb, 2015). This reality emphasises how urgently comprehensive measures are needed to address the complex issues raised by these criminal activities, also emphasising how fundamental human rights are being violated and how important it is to create focused prevention strategies and efficient victim support programmes (Elliott, 2014). 

The exploitation of victims in the modern days of slavery and human trafficking is greatly influenced by social variables. Vulnerable groups are frequently targeted, such as immigrants, refugees, and people without strong social support systems. Victims' vulnerability is further influenced by social marginalisation, language hurdles, and a lack of knowledge about their rights, which makes it harder for them to get assistance or leave abusive situations (Giommoni et al., 2021). Ross et al. (2015), states that high prevalence of both mental and physical health problems, including general symptoms such as headaches, back pain, stomach discomfort, and dizziness, have been reported in victims of human trafficking. These victims also frequently are suffering from psychological disorders like post-traumatic stress disorder, and anxiety (Ross et al., 2015). As well as this, many trafficked individuals who are being sexually exploited are likely to contract many different sexually transmitted diseases. Due to the neglect that many of these victims face, they are more than likely to be left untreated, which can lead to future problems down the line (Ottisova et al., 2016). As of recent, there has been growing concern of the vulnerability of many Ukrainian asylum seekers who have arrived to the United Kingdom (Cockbain, 2022). Many of these individuals fleeing war would be traveling far through Europe to claim asylum in Britain, where they could possibility be targeted by individuals conducting human trafficking or modern slavery. Due to a lack of secure and legal routes, they can end up in the hands of traffickers or exploitation groups who prey on those in need. According to Machin (2023), some of these individuals fleeing might end up in abusive situations, where they are subjected to coercion, forced labour, or other types of abuse.

As advocacy and awareness campaigns have gained traction, societal responses have changed. An example of one of these campaigns is The Fenlands, which is ran by Stop The Traffik, with the goal of finding local hotspots, routes, trends, types of exploitation, and methods of tricking and exploiting by combining data with human understanding (Stop The Traffik,2022). The public's awareness of the severity and prevalence of modern slavery and human trafficking has been greatly increased due to the efforts of these human rights organisations, non government organisations, and grassroots movements (Balch et al., 2011). As well as these orginisations working over the years, the United Kingdom government has also made attempted progress in the campaign against human trafficking and modern slavery. The Modern Slavery Act, which was passed in 2015, was seen as a significant step forward in the government's effort to combat these crimes on all fronts (Mellon, 2018). This legislative tool established measures for victim protection, prosecution, and prevention in addition to defining crimes associated with modern slavery. However, it can be argued that the legislation is not helping victims of human trafficking and modern slavery as much as it should be. Mantouvalou (2018) argues that there is room for improvement in efforts to end labour exploitation, even in its most extreme forms. As well as that, she argues that the current legislation has not succeeded in increasing prosecutions or offering victims sufficient treatment. The UK's Modern Slavery Act of 2015 has drawn other criticisms for its wide definition, which encompasses a range of kinds of exploitation and could make it more difficult to enforce (Blitz, 2019). Blitz (2019) also claims that it is difficult to handle the complex problems of modern slavery because of the Act's broad application. Furthermore, there are still worries about how the Act would affect prosecutions, with accusations that it won't go far enough to increase terms for people convicted of these crimes. A study and possible reform of the Act are proposed to address these concerns, with an emphasis on tightening sentencing and prosecution policies and narrowing the Modern Slavery Act's reach (Hodkinson et al., 2021). By better aligning the legal structure with the changing issues posed by contemporary slavery and human trafficking, it may become more successful in combating these crimes.

In the United Kingdom, safeguarding policies are now in place to help address the critical issues of modern slavery and human trafficking. A pivotal component of these measures is the National Referral Mechanism, which was implemented in 2009 with the primary objective of identifying and assisting potential victims while ensuring they receive appropriate support, housing, and care (UK Government, 2023). Despite its intended purpose, The National Referral Mechinism has not been without its fair share of criticisms, with notable concerns raised about its effectiveness and relevance in contemporary society. Critically, Findlay (2022) has pointed out that the The National Referral Mechinism is grappling with certain shortcomings, labeling it as outdated and citing inconsistencies in decision making processes when it comes to providing support for victims. This critique sheds light on a significant aspect of the mechanism's limitations and it’s apparent inadequacy in adapting to the evolving nature of modern slavery and human trafficking. Furthermore, Findlay's assessment brings to the forefront the issue of the National Referral Mechanism's narrow focus. By concentrating predominantly on forced labour and sexual exploitation, the mechanism overlooks other manifestations of modern slavery that victims may endure (O’Brien et al., 2022). This narrow scope is a significant limitation as it fails to encompass the full spectrum of exploitative practices, leaving potential victims of different forms of slavery without the requisite attention and support they desperately need.

Cooperation between government organisations, the police, non-governmental organisations, and foreign partners is frequently required for safeguarding measures. This partnership guarantees a thorough and well-coordinated victim support strategy, enhances the response to trafficking networks, and makes information sharing easier (Van Dyke, 2017). With the mass movement of immigrants, both legally and illegally, the United Kingdoms collaboration with other countries to help fight the ongoing battle of modern slavery and human trafficking is essential. Managing the global scope of these crimes requires international cooperation as a fundamental component. In addition to exchanging knowledge, the UK actively participates in the creation of numerous new policies aimed at disrupting cross-border trafficking networks, narrowing down the chances of these crimes occurring (Pajón, 2023). However, there is a worry that the victims of human trafficking and modern slavery won’t receive the necessary medical care to its fullest extent. This is because the topic of human trafficking seems to not be raised amongst medical schools in the United Kingdom. Steele et al. (2018) conducted a survey which discovered that 72% of medical schools did not provide trafficking education, with 13% of these schools offering education outside of the normal curriculum. It also was discovered that 70% of these schools had no interest in brining any sort of education opportunities for human trafficking (Steele et al., 2018). 

In conclusion, despite the UK's commitment to human rights and legal frameworks like the Modern Slavery Act 2015, modern slavery and human trafficking persist, exploiting vulnerable populations globally and domestically. Societal and governmental responses have evolved due to increased awareness, demanding stronger legislative frameworks. However, criticisms highlight the need for improvements in victim protection. The rise in referrals for these crimes underscores their severity, necessitating focused prevention and victim support. Social variables, such as vulnerability among immigrants, exacerbate the issue. The National Referral Mechanism, established in 2009, acts as a safeguard, but criticisms about its outdated nature and narrow scope indicate a need for reform (Findlay, 2022). The vulnerability of Ukrainian asylum seekers adds complexity, requiring collaboration between government, non-government organisations, and foreign partners (Machin, 2023). International cooperation is crucial in managing the global scope of these crimes, as demonstrated by the UK's participation in creating policies to disrupt cross-border trafficking networks. Concerns about the lack of medical education on human trafficking within UK medical schools raise questions about the adequacy of medical care for victims (Steele et al., 2018). In summary, addressing modern slavery and human trafficking demands a comprehensive, coordinated, and evolving approach that combines legal frameworks, societal awareness, and international cooperation to protect the fundamental human rights of vulnerable populations.




References 

Arulrajah, P. and Steele, S. (2018). 'UK medical education on human trafficking: assessing uptake of the opportunity to shape awareness, safeguarding and referral in the curriculum.' BMC medical education, 18(1), pp.1-7. (Accessed: 3rd December 2023)

Balch, A. and Geddes, A. (2011). 'Opportunity from crisis? Organisational responses to human trafficking in the UK.' The British Journal of Politics and International 
Relations, 13(1), pp.26-41. (Accessed: 4th December 2023)

Blitz, B. and Simic, A. (2019). 'The modern slavery regime: a critical evaluation.' Journal of the British Academy, 7(Supp. 1), pp.1-34. (Accessed: 9th December 2023)

Broad, R. and Turnbull, N. (2019). 'From human trafficking to modern slavery: The development of anti-trafficking policy in the UK.' European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, 25, pp.119-133. (Accessed: 5th December 2023)

Charnley, H. and Nkhoma, P. (2020). 'Moving beyond contemporary discourses: children, prostitution, modern slavery and human trafficking.' Critical and Radical Social Work, 8(2), pp.205-221. (Accessed: 8th December 2023)

Cockbain, E. and Bowers, K. (2019). 'Human trafficking for sex, labour and domestic servitude: how do key trafficking types compare and what are their predictors?' Crime, Law and Social Change, 72, pp.9-34. (Accessed: 6th December 2023)

Cockbain, E. and Sidebottom, A. (2022). 'War, Displacement, and Human Trafficking and Exploitation: Findings from an evidence-gathering Roundtable in Response to the War in Ukraine.' Journal of Human Trafficking, pp.1-29. (Accessed: 7th December 2023)

Columb, S. (2015). 'Beneath the organ trade: A critical analysis of the organ trafficking discourse.' Crime, law and social change, 63, pp.21-47. (Accessed: 9th December 2023)

Eccleston, D. (2013). 'Identifying victims of human trafficking: human trafficking has a huge impact on the health of victims, but what are the referral and support mechanisms in place for practitioners?' Community practitioner, 86(5), pp.40-43. (Accessed: 10th December 2023)

Elliott, J. (2014). 'Victims or criminals: the example of human trafficking in the United Kingdom.' In The Illegal Business of Human Trafficking (pp. 109-128). Cham: Springer International Publishing. (Accessed: 11th December 2023)

Findlay, J. (2022). 'Putting the 'Slave' in 'Anti-Slavery': A Critical Analysis of the UK National Referral Mechanism.' Doctoral dissertation. (Accessed: 3rd December 2023)

FitzGerald, S.A. (2016). 'Vulnerable geographies: Human trafficking, immigration and border control in the UK and beyond.' Gender, Place & Culture, 23(2), pp.181-197. (Accessed: 12th December 2023)

Gardner, A., (2018). An idea whose time has come? Modern slavery, multiple streams approach and multilayer policy implementation. Journal of Human Rights Practice, 10(3), pp.461-481. (Accessed: 6th December 2023)

Giommoni, L. and Ikwu, R. (2021). 'Identifying human trafficking indicators in the UK online sex market.' Trends in Organized Crime, pp.1-24. (Accessed: 3rd December 2023)

Hodkinson, S.N., Lewis, H., Waite, L. and Dwyer, P. (2021). 'Fighting or fuelling forced labour? The Modern Slavery Act 2015, irregular migrants and the vulnerabilising role of the UK’s hostile environment.' Critical Social Policy, 41(1), pp.68-90. (Accessed: 7th December 2023)

Latham-Sprinkle, J., David, F., Bryant, K. and Larsen, J. (2019). 'Migrants and their vulnerability to human trafficking, modern slavery and forced labour.' (Accessed: 7th December 2023)

Machin, R. (2023). 'The UK–a home for Ukrainians? An analysis of social security and housing policy.' Journal of Poverty and Social Justice, 31(2), pp.298-305. (Accessed: 3rd December 2023)

Mantouvalou, V. (2018). 'The UK modern slavery act 2015 three years on.' (Accessed: 3rd December 2023)

Mellon, Y.E. (2018). 'Exploring modern slavery and the Modern Slavery Act 2015: how does the framing of modern slavery limit the efficacy of legal and policy responses to human trafficking and slavery.' The University of Liverpool. (Accessed: 5th December 2023)

Murphy, C. and Lazzarino, R. (2023). 'Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking.' Bristol University Press (Accessed: 11th December 2023)

National Crime Agency. (2023). 'Modern Slavery and human trafficking.' Available at: link (Accessed: 4th December 2023).

O'Brien, F., Palmer, S. and Blinkhorn, V. (2022). 'Factors that predict the referral of adult Modern Day Slavery cases to the UK's National Referral Mechanism.' International Journal of Police Science & Management, 24(3), pp.273-284.

Ottisova, L., Hemmings, S., Howard, L.M., Zimmerman, C. and Oram, S. (2016). 'Prevalence and risk of violence and the mental, physical and sexual health problems associated with human trafficking: an updated systematic review.' Epidemiology and psychiatric sciences, 25(4), pp.317-341. (Accessed: 12th December 2023)

Pajón, L. and Walsh, D. (2023). 'The importance of multi-agency collaborations during human trafficking criminal investigations.' Policing and Society, 33(3), pp.296-314. (Accessed: 11th December 2023)

Ross, C., Dimitrova, S., Howard, L.M., Dewey, M., Zimmerman, C. and Oram, S. (2015). 'Human trafficking and health: a cross-sectional survey of NHS professionals’ contact with victims of human trafficking.' BMJ open, 5(8), p.e008682. (Accessed: 4th December 2023)

Stop The Traffik. (2022). 'Awareness Campaigns.' Available at: link (Accessed: 5th December 2023).

UK Government. (2023). 'National referral mechanism guidance: adult (England and Wales).' Available at: link (Accessed: 6th December 2023).

Wood, L.C. (2020). 'Child modern slavery, trafficking and health: A practical review of factors contributing to children’s vulnerability and the potential impacts of severe exploitation on health.' BMJ paediatrics open, 4(1). (Accessed: 8th December 2023)
