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The nature of the modern world sits on a throne of conquest, and the subjugation of people has enabled this conquest; people who did little more than live a life of simple peace. On the African continent, this peace is still barbarously torn apart by war, famine and slavery. People, especially children, are routinely sold and traded with little more thought than a child would have for Pokémon cards on a school playground, and yet, this slavery is not just confined to Africa. It is present in every country on the planet to some degree or another, be it indentured servitude, forced labour or prostitution; in the modern world, slavery is alive and well.
Modern slavery has been fought from multiple angles, including the Modern Slavery Act. This has seen several revisions and iterations, first being introduced to Europe in 2015(GOV.UK, 2015). It has since been adjusted through various statements from Government and any applicable organisations, with Parliament introducing their own in 2020-2021 (UK Parliament Modern Slavery Statement, 2020). Although as it stands, this legislation has done little to curb the rise in slavery, with the number of referrals to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) rising in staggering numbers from 2,340 in 2014 to 16,938 in 2022. 
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(GOV.UK, n.d.)
The graph here shows statistics from the Single Competent Authority (SCA) and the Immigration Enforcement Competent Authority (IECA) and markedly decries the usefulness of the legislation in “stopping slavery”.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]This lack of usefulness position is one heavily supported by the Anti-Slavery group. They hosted a complete analysis of the act and stipulated that it is a step in the right direction, and concede it is a big one and very much needed, but leaves a lot to be desired in terms of the ability to stop slavery and protect or aid its victims with the act, especially in early draft versions focusing solely on prosecuting the criminals and all but ignoring the victims, which beggars the question, how can an act truly help or aid anyone if you forget to help those damaged and betrayed by what you’re trying to stop.
“The final version of the Bill, which is now the Modern Slavery Act, leaves us with mixed feelings. On the one hand, it is a big step in the right direction with many good clauses, but on the other, there are still deficiencies that leave us – and victims of modern slavery – wholly unsatisfied.”
(International, 2015)
It is not only the UK that has leapt on anti-slavery legislation like a hungry dog. Australia released a legislation pack in 2018 using the UK legislation as its template, unsurprisingly titled Modern Slavery Act 2018. It took the same actions as the UK original except for being geared toward the Australian legal system (Modern Slavery Act 2018 A practical guidebook, 2020). Both Acts systematically move to eliminate the financial exploitation of slavery victims, making it illegal to use slave labour or any unpaid or poverty-line workers to produce items, which is an endemic function within the fashion industry.
This was highlighted by researchers, one of whom (Hobson, 2013) investigated the lack of health and safety in the production of clothing and other fashionable items, shedding light on just how deadly the lack of care for worker safety can be, which in the slave worker industry is something that is taken with a huge pinch of salt given how expendable the human workers can be regarded.
Some of the worst accidents or incidents highlighted stemmed from India, a country known and documented for indentured workers and slum-level working conditions; the Bhopal tragedy in India in 1984, which was worse than the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire of 1911 that led to American laws demanding greater factory safety standards, the building collapse at the Rana Plaza complex in the Savar area of Greater Dhaka, which resulted in more than 1100 deaths and 2,500 injuries, which highlight how since 2005, over 1800 people have been killed in accidents and fires in Bangladesh on its own, the numbers only climb higher the further afield you look.
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(Than, 2013)
Now some could argue that those workers were not slaves, and in the literal sense, they would be right. A slave is, by definition, a person deprived of liberty and freedom. Its former definition was that of a person legally owned by another, as shown by the Cambridge University Press academic dictionary. Yet, in modern terms, it is defined as a person who is tricked, coerced or forced into exploitation by another.
This varies from country to country only in the number of people. The fact of what it is always remains the same, even if, as in the case of Dhaka the workers are paid a pittance for their work.
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Description automatically generated]The image here shows, not hundreds, not thousands, but millions of people, that forced labour and slavery are still in existence and just how prevalent forced labour is in its variant forms.
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As can be seen, the numbers are staggering, with the highest grossing number being forced labour exploitation, which ties into the work done by (Hobson, 2013)and the number of exploited workers killed or injured and is further supported by statistics from the Office of National Statistics or ONS, who as of March 2022estimated the number of potentially enslaved children within the United Kingdom to be close to 6,000, and one can see within the images, there are marked increases in child slavery and exploitation. 
As one can see, even in slavery and exploitation, there is a clear and present gender bias, with males being pressured and pushed into criminal action and manual labour in far greater numbers than females, but in abhorrent balance to that, women are forced into sexual slavery and domestic use in far greater numbers.
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Description automatically generated]Despite this, the voracity of the data is questionable, as it relies solely on the reporting of possible and actual exploitation occurrences, as such a criminal element or person in the process of exploiting a child or other person is not going to allow the exploited individual to report them and is most assuredly not going to self-report to the responsible authorities.
This stance of misleading figures is backed up by statements on the National Crime Agency (NCA) website when one investigates the prevalence of Modern Slavery (MS) and Forced Labour (FL), where they categorically declare that.
‘Although it is impossible to know exact numbers of victims, we do know that modern slavery has been on the increase.’ 
(National Crime Agency, 2019)
With this coming from one of the United Kingdom's front-line agencies, how can the true prevalence of modernised slavery be known, especially when law enforcement agencies cannot fully track it themselves?
The (NCA) goes on to illustrate how many victims of (MS) or (FL)are trafficked into the UK from Eastern Europe, Southeast Asia and Africa, where the exploitation and subjugation begin almost immediately; UK or British victims tend to come from disenfranchised circumstances, people having fallen on immensely hard times, and having to resort to more desperate actions 
to make ends meet, many of these are options for supposed well-paid work through online or paper advertisements. Those who follow these end up allowing themselves to become victims of malicious and nefarious individuals and those who seek to exploit the most vulnerable.
Many people are subjected to intense violence and subjugation as the criminal element exerts control. One major method is identity confiscation, where the exploiting element confiscates the exploited persons' documentation, from driver's licenses to passports and any other vital documents, to further bend the individual to their will.
Although the data from the ONS is still questionable, it is supported by figures from the Home Office that were released in 2022, which as with the graph and information from SCA and IECA, shows the reported numbers and extrapolated figures because the NCA has already highlighted, the actual numbers of exploited and enslaved people can never truly be known. This information is based on figures from the National Reporting Mechanism or NRM, a system that is used to identify potential victims of Modern Slavery. Note the term potential, as once the person has passed through the two-tier system within the NRM they will not always be determined to be an exploited individual as the process relies on the balance of probabilities which in itself is not infallible and open to bias, this therefore does lend an uneven weighting to the results as individuals in need of help and rescue from exploitation could possibly be incorrectly identified, and be left without help or aid that they so desperately need.
With the statistics released by the Home Office, they showed the numbers of people referred to the NRM or via a system known as the Duty to Notify process, and again this leads to a system of evaluation which, as previously stated, is not infallible.
The Home Office release divides the information into many categories, such as the nations, genders, types of exploitation, and whether the victims were adults or children, with Children lead to mean anyone below the adult threshold of eighteen years of age, which again leads to a skewed reading, with young adults or those from sixteen upward being possibly more headstrong and capable of self-defence than those of a far younger age, so calling anyone below eighteen a child can be seen as damaging to results from such vulnerable sourcing.
In the UK, the NRM, which was formed in 2009, is the framework used to recognise and assist possible victims of modern slavery who have been identified by a predetermined list of First Responders. Children do not need to provide an agreement to be reported to the NRM. However, this could be seen as a deprivation of personal liberty, as under the NRM anyone under eighteen is classed as a child and takes away the person's autonomy and choice. This allows the Duty to Notify procedure to obtain data on adults who do not agree to do so. When these numbers are added together, a generalised image of contemporary slavery in the UK is shown.
This generalised image is far from exact and is based, as previously established, solely on numbers reported, and as stated by the NCA, the exact figures and how many people are affected by modern slavery and forced labour can never truly be known, so this generalised or estimated image from the Home Office needs to be seen through a very critical lens and not taken as the true authority.
This is further called into question when work by (Lewis et al 2015), published in the Journal of Human Geography, who noted that migrant immigration and the inability to adequately collate their entry and working status led to mass exploitation and slavery, as well as working becoming trapped in forced labour practices. This stems from an existence rooted in precarity, where the lack of direction and security leaves them open to the exploitation that the NRM and DNP are supposedly there to aid in stopping.
With an ever-growing migrant population and a level of instability and precarity that is continually rising amongst that group, how can the NRM, DNP and the network of agencies that report to them, or the NCA and The Home Office ever truly curb and fight the growing trend of modern slavery and forced labour if the source of it is always growing and never truly kept in check.
The most recent figures show a steady increase in (MS) figures, as shown here.

	Year
	Number of Referrals

	2014
	2,340

	2015
	3,266

	2016
	3,805

	2017
	5,145

	2018
	6,993

	2019
	10,627

	2020
	10,601

	2021
	12,727

	2022
	16,938


(Blanchard, S. 2023)
Although whether this rise is due to front-line workers becoming better recognisers of trauma and symptoms and identifiers of slavery and forced labour or whether it is from the ever-fluctuating migrant population remains to be seen. What is known is that unless a way to stem the tide of illegal and migrant worker entry into the UK can be found, as well as a way to truly combat the modern slavery trend that benefits from it, these numbers will only ever increase.
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Figure 2: Exploitation-type varied by sex
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Figure 1: National Referral Mechanism (NRM) referrals and positive
reasonable grounds decisions continue to increase over time
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Figure 1: Number of annual NRM referrals by competent authority
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