



Although slavery is legally banned internationally, it is still prominent across almost every country and found in both new and traditional forms (Mende, 2019).  In the UK, The Modern Slavery Act of 2015 provides the most recognised definition of modern slavery and is referred to as ‘the recruitment, movement, harbouring or receiving of people through the use of force, coercion, abuse of vulnerability or deception for that person to then be exploited (Such and Salway, 2017), and is an umbrella term for the activities in which one human being is being exploited by another.   There are four key types of exploitation that describe how the victim is of use to the perpetrator, these include being exploited for labour, domestic servitude, criminality , and sexually exploitation (Cooper et al, 2017).  The modern slavery offence also covers human trafficking, of which is the fastest growing form of slavery, despite being prohibited by international law and criminal law of the UK and other countries.  The International Labour Organisation estimated that around 24.9 million people fell victim to modern slavery in the most recent data collection (Ecker, 2022).  The Palermo Protocol led to the first internationally recognised definition of human trafficking, and explains it as the recruitment, transportation or receipt of persons by threat, force, deception, forms of coercion, abduction of the victim, the abuse of power over the victim or the giving or receiving of payment to achieve consensual control over an individual with the purpose of exploiting them (Crown Prosecution Service, 2020).
Offenders of modern slavery exploit their victims in numerous ways. One of which is forced labour, this is where victims are physically forced into working for the offender, often under poor conditions for long hours and for little to no pay.  Traditionally, forced labour referred to people working against their will without any form of payment, although, modern understandings explain that it can involve pay, though often insufficient (Phillips and Mieres, 2014).  Another is criminal exploitation, which involves the victim being forced to commit crimes on behalf of the offender, this can include shoplifting and the growing and distribution of drugs including county lines.  Victims may also be sexually exploited, where they are forced into sex work or performing sexual acts, or organ trafficked, where they are transported for the purpose of harvesting parts of their body (Metropolitan Police, 2022).  Perpetrators are able to do this in a number of ways.  Firstly, they are likely to pray on vulnerable people, of whom they can easily take control over.  For example, in 2017 two brothers were convicted under the Modern Slavery Act 2015 for the trafficking of migrant workers from Poland for labour exploitation in a Sports Direct warehouse, The brothers had employed someone in Poland to identify people who were vulnerable and therefore easier to take control over (Mantouvalou, 2018).  

Lack of opportunity, poverty, substance dependency and gender and equality issues are some of the factors that make people vulnerable (Avis, 2020) and easier to exercise control over, and there is a range of methods used to do so.  A commonly used method of such is through deception, in which the perpetrator will lure the victim in with false promises, such as employment, a better lifestyle, a home or even love, these promises are not fulfilled, and the victim is then help captive with little or nothing in return (Christ and Helliar, 2021).  A case study offender of this is Shamsul Arefin, who in 2015 received  three years imprisonment for trafficking employees from Bangladesh after promising them a good opportunity to come to the UK and work, allowing them to earn a decent pay and to improve their quality of life, however upon arrival, Arefin forced them to work for long periods of time with little rest to pay off the travel and migration expenses that were initially covered by Arefin (Armstrong and Matters, 2016).  This reinforces how perpetrators abuse the vulnerability status of their victims.  Other methods include the use of force or threat to manipulate the victim into cooperating or the  abduction of the victim where the victim is held captive against their will.
Over time, the responses to this crime have developed.  A major factor for which was the introduction of the Modern Slavery Act 2015, which was a globally leading piece of legislation surrounding the offence in place to enhance how the UKs responded to cases of  modern slavery and to achieve three key objectives.  These were to prevent modern slavery, prosecute perpetrators and protect victims, in order to eradicate the effects of exploitation in the UK (Voss et al, 2019).  Some of the key points of the act regarding these objectives include that it established new criminal offences for human trafficking, slavery and forced labour, and raised the maximum punishment for which offenders of these crimes can receive.  The act also gave new responsibility to the Secretary of State to provide additional care and support to those affected by the crime and introduced a new statutory defence for survivors who had been criminally exploited (Haynes, 2016).  However, In 2019,  Hestia, a charity that provides assistance and support for victims of modern slavery, put forward a super complaint regarding how the police respond to modern slavery and the methods used by the police to investigate modern slavery related crimes.  They made the claim that current responses from the police discouraged victims from coming forward to assist with investigations and prosecutions, which in turn leads to offenders not being brought to justice, leaving them to continue their crimes, posing a risk public safety.  It is believed that victims are not confident enough in reporting the crime or supporting the investigation (College of Policing, et al, 2022) and will need additional support to overcome this.  More recently, there has been an increase in support offered to children who have been affected by modern slavery, with the introduction of independent child trafficking guardians , of which were brought in for the purpose of supporting child victims and providing them with the necessary advice and guidance to help them move forward.  In 2021 the Home Office expanded this programme, and it’s now available across two thirds of local authorities in England and Wales (HM Government, 2021).  However, there is great debate surrounding the success of the Modern Slavery Act and to whether the responses have actually improved.  As a result, adjustments have since been made to the legislation to improve its effectiveness, one of which is the creation of modern slavery specialist teams which have been implemented across police forces around the country to aid in the prosecution of offenders.  Although despite this, data has since found that specialist modern slavery officers make up less than 1% of all serving officers, which is arguably not sufficient to achieve a reasonable number of successful prosecutions (Goard, 2021).
As for safeguarding measures in the UK, the Modern Slavery Act 2015 sets out a number of safeguarding measures in place to protect and  provide support to victims, which stems from the UK government’s modern slavery strategy and the 4 Ps.  The strategy identifies 4 objectives in which must be met to tackle the crime, these are to prosecute those responsible for modern slavery, prevent modern slavery from occurring, protect people from being exploited via the implementation of safeguards and the increase of awareness and resilience against offenders and to prepare in order to minimise the effects caused from modern slavery by identifying victims more effectively and by improving the support available to victims (Home Office, 2014).  From this, this duty to notify policy was introduced, and since 2015 it is a requirement for public authorities, such as the police, to let the Home Office know of anyone they suspect to be a potential victim of modern slavery, of whom do not consent to enter the national referral mechanism (Home Office, 2022). Since 2016, there has been an increase in referrals made from the provision, which although could highlight an increase in modern slavery victims, it could also be a sign of increased awareness and identification of the victims of modern slavery, which is a positive approach in preventing modern slavery practises from occurring (Stripe, 2020).  There is also the national referral mechanism, of which is set out in three stages.  The first stage involves referring potential victims into the mechanism through a first responder organisation. Similarly to the duty to notify policy.  The second stage involves the reasonable grounds decision, in which an authority such as the Modern Slavery Trafficking Unit in the National crime Unit or the national referral hub in UK Visas and Immigration will allow the potential victims to access support on the basis that they are suspected but not proven to be a survivor of modern slavery.  The third stage is the final verdict where is decided if the person is or is not a survivor of modern slavery based on all the available evidence (Ellis, Cooper and Roe, 2017).  The statistics in 2022 show the highest number of referrals received since the programme began in 2009, where over 4000 referrals were received for the first time in a quarter (Home Office, 2022), this data can argue that the use of the programme has increased making it successful, or that the number of victims is on the rise.  The mechanism also faces significant criticism.  This is because, after it is decided that the person has been effected by a form of modern slavery under the mechanism, they only receive support for the following 45 days, which was initially 14 days but was extended in 2017 (Schwarz and Williams-Woods, 2022) which many believe is insufficient.
To protect victims there are a number of things that can be done.  One of which is to build a greater understanding of the signs of modern slavery across the relevant agencies in order to enhance the likelihood of victims being noticed, as there is currently a lack of confidence in this area.  For example, research has shown that health care professionals in the UK lack the appropriate skills and understanding to successfully identify and manage consultations regarding modern slavery (Metcalf and Selous, 2020).  In addition to this, there was a study conducted into police officers and policing students, in which they were given scenarios to identify modern slavery.  It concluded that while the police officers identified most of the scenarios, while the majority of students had failed and therefore required further training (Machura et al, 2019).  There must also be further research in preventing modern slavery as current evidence puts a heavy emphasis on treating victims after they have been exploited in oppose to preventing it from occurring in the first place, the Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre proposes the idea that new prevention methods are based on clear principles, are community based and inspired by survivor led initiatives (Modern Slavery PEC, 2022).
As for the support for victims, there is an issue of victims not acquiring the support and protection they require due to the emotional barriers that prevent them from reaching out for help.  They may be fearful of their trafficker or even feel guilty asking for others to help them in a situation of their own.  Some victims often have a lack of self-belief in their abilities to defend themselves while some feel a sense of hopelessness which prevents them reaching out as they hold the belief that nothing can change their situation (Home Office, 2016)  Survivor led initiatives focus on combating the offence from the victim’s perspective (Modern Slavery PEC, 2022) and can therefore allow agencies to address these barriers when tackling modern slavery.  It has also been discovered that modern slavery poses a public health concern regarding mental health, as many survivors experience complex mental health needs after being released.  Research into the interventions in place to support survivors of modern slavery found that there were gaps in addressing the mental health of victims, and limited support for those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (Wright, Jordan and Lazzarino, 2021).  Therefore, it is important for enhanced support to be provided in order to maintain the welfare of victim’s mental health.
To conclude, while it is evident that responses have improved over time, there are still areas in which are in need of improvement and therefore require further research to successfully eradicate the impacts of modern slavery and human trafficking, for example, as technology is constantly updating, perpetrators of human trafficking are taking advantage of this and use modern technology to aid their crimes.  Such as the use of social media platforms to enhance sexual exploitation and the use of mobile phones to access surveillance.  However, technology can also be used to disrupt modern slavery practises.  More research is needed to understand the extent in which technology can be used by public agencies to address modern slavery practises, as well as how perpetrators utilise modern technology to commit their crimes in order for prevention methods to be developed (Szablewska and Kubacki, 2023).  As previously mentioned, current research is heavily focused on treating victims post exploitation and therefore further research into preventing the crime from occurring in the first place would be a beneficial addition to existing research in aiding the fight against modern slavery.
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