
 

 

   The Modern Slavery Act: how did we get here and what is in it? 

Slavery has been a feature of so-called civilisation since written records began: the Egyptian, 

Greek and Roman empires were built on it and later Imperial Powers, including Britain, France, 

Belgium and Portugal, owe much of their economic strength to the existence of slavery within 

imperial territories. 

 

National legislation in the UK to abolish slavery began with Wilberforce’s 1807 Act to abolish 

the Transatlantic slave trade and the 1834 Act to abolish slavery itself. Other countries slowly 

followed suit; Brazil did not abolish slavery until 1888 and slavery was a known feature in the 

Saharan countries, in Belgium and in Arabia in the early part of the twentieth century.  International 

protocols and conventions to abolish slavery began to emerge from the 1920s under the League of 

Nations and then the United Nations (through the International Labour Organisation), but slavery 

was then commonly understood as to do with labour exploitation and occurring in poor countries or 

those subject to military or autocratic regimes. 

 

 It was not until the late 1990s that states began to acknowledge the existence of human 

trafficking, mainly for sexual purposes (see The Palermo Protocol), as occurring within or into so-

called developed nations and the understanding of other forms of modern slavery came later, for 

example through the Morecambe Bay tragedy where 23 Chinese people who had been trafficked 

into labour exploitation drowned whilst picking cockles.  

 

The UK government came under pressure from some MPs, NGOs, especially children’s 

charities, and a few academic researchers and finally introduced a Modern Slavery Bill in 2013. The 

Bill was very weak but was eventually enacted, after a considerable amount of strengthening, in 

March 2015. Key elements of the Act and subsequent provisions include the following: 

 

• Consolidation of all previous legislation into one Act covering all forms of modern slavery 

including trafficking for labour or sexual exploitation, forced labour, cannabis farming, 

forced begging or pickpocketing, domestic servitude and organ harvesting. 

 

• Much longer sentences for convicted criminals, up to life sentences. 

 

• A requirement that victims of modern slavery should not be criminalised. 

 

• Revisions to the National Referral Mechanism, the route by which trafficking victims can be 

identified as such (these are being piloted at present). 

 

• A suggestion that child victims should be provided with a child advocate to act on their 

behalf during legal and care processes (piloted but not yet accepted by government). 

 

• A requirement that those under 18 or thought to be so should be regarded as children. 

                                                                                                                              

• A requirement that companies with an annual turnover of £36M or more must make anti-

slavery statements in their reports to shareholders (the ‘supply chain’ clause). 
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• Extension of the remit of the Gangmaster’s Licensing Authority to cover the whole of the 

labour market rather than just three sectors within the food and agricultural industries. 

 

• Establishment of the post of Anti-Slavery Commissioner with a wide-ranging remit to 

monitor and report on progress towards the abolition of slavery within the UK. 

 

• Although the government has yet to respond, a key issue is protection for overseas domestic 

workers who are currently tied to one employer and thus risk exploitation and abuse or face 

deportation. 

 

 

Next Steps 
 

Some areas (including Humber) are now beginning to create structures and systems to respond 

to the reality of modern slavery in their areas.  

 

This conference marks the formal launch of a Humber Modern Slavery Partnership after several 

months of development work by some of the organisations in the sub region. 

 

 The Partnership will be meeting regularly and setting up task groups to concentrate on different 

aspects of the work including 

 

• victim support, 

• training  

• publicity materials. 

 

 If your organisation wishes to be part of this important initiative please email   

 

Charmaine.lovell@hullcc.gov.uk 

 

 

Everybody has a role to play in combatting modern slavery: recent publicised cases have involved 

trading standards officers, fire and rescue teams, health workers as well as children’s and adult care. 

 


