
It is of ten tempt ing to dis miss the no tion of mod ern slav ery as some thing that doesn’t hap pen
very much in Bri tain, con fined to per haps a few broth els where traf ficked women have been co erced
into the sex in dus try. Se ri ous enough, of course, but pri mar ily a mat ter for the po lice and the im mi- 
gra tion author i ties – or so we like to imag ine.

Un like other se ri ous crimes, there is a sense of “oth er ness” to wards the vic tims of the new slav ery
and, in some in choate way, a re luc tance to ac cept its re al ity and its sig nif i cance, the very word “slav- 
ery” be ing so laden with re mote as so ci a tions with the 18th cen tury trade across the At lantic. It is, so
we may like to think, a long-gone so cial evil.

Sure enough, th ese mod ern day slaves aren’t clamped in irons and shoved into the holds of ships
for weeks, lucky to emerge alive from their or deal and then set to work on vast plan ta tions. This is not
a reen act ment of Roots. Yet the na ture of the mod ern slav ery is, in essence, not so very dif fer ent. The
pun ish ments and alien ation are still there: peo ple moved against their will across con ti nents in ap- 
palling con di tions, rape and beat ings never far away, with no way of re turn ing home, stranded in a
for eign un fa mil iar land where they do not speak the lan guage or un der stand the laws, with no pa pers
or pass port, no money, no friends and no fam ily.

Some times, in fact, they are not traf ficked, but are cap tured, in ef fect, here in the UK, preyed upon
by con tem po rary slave mas ters who spe cialise in “re cruit ing” new bod ies at soup kitchens or on the
streets – the home less, the ad dicted, the cred u lous, the des ti tute and the des per ate, will ing to be lieve
in the bo gus of fer of work and a wage. Ab ducted, some are never seem again; trag i cally some are
hardly missed. Either way, wher ever they come from, their lives are mis er able, their plight too eas ily
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over looked by a so ci ety that has a com pla cent view that slav ery is a sort of an tique form of hu man ex- 
ploita tion, abol ished by Wil liam Wil ber force and the Slave Trade Act of 1807.

Well, ev ery time you take your car to be washed for a few pounds on some derelict for mer petrol
sta tion by a gang of men with buck ets and hoses, then you may be, un wit tingly, sup port ing the trade
just as read ily as any one buy ing cot ton or su gar cane cen turies ago. In re cent weeks, slaves have been
dis cov ered in non de script ter raced houses in Ply mouth and Derby and, most no to ri ously, in ru ral
Lin colnshire, with dis tress ing and near-in cred i ble sto ries of phys i cal and men tal abuse. This is not
some is sue about “low wages” or in se cu rity and poor con di tions, as so of ten is the case, un for tu nately,
in work ing Bri tain. It is about peo ple be ing locked in rooms or cup boards, kept in squalid cap tiv ity,
one for 26 years, and with no ac cess to the money they make for their cap tors and gang sters, who
grow rich on the pro ceeds of their in hu man ity and dis card their forced labour when they have no fur- 
ther use for them.

The truth is that, as with much other crime, there is lit tle that the author i ties can do with out the
un der stand ing and ac tive sup port of the pub lic. Un like so many other causes, sim ply giv ing money is
not al ways the best way of fight ing mod ern slav ery. What is also re quired is for the na tion’s eyes and
ears to be alert to the pos si bil ity of slav ery, as so much of it take place bla tantly, in plain sight – peo- 
ple ob vi ously un der nour ished and work ing on build ing sites, farms, ware houses or fac to ries can be
spot ted by fel low work ers or rep utable em ploy ers; nail bars where the girls are work ing in foul-
smelling rooms for ob vi ously over-long shifts; car-wash op er a tions that sim ply feel ex ploita tive and
wrong. When we see sus pi cious peo ple lurk ing in cars and vans try ing to con the vul ner a ble with dis- 
abil i ties or men tal health prob lems, drink or drug ad dic tions who gather around hos tels or char ity
food stalls late at night, why not take the reg is tra tion num bers?

There are helplines and char i ties ready to as sist, as well as the po lice. In non-emer gen cies, slav ery
can be re ported on 101, Crimestop pers on 0800 555 111 or the Mod ern Slav ery Helpline on 08000
121 700. Spe cial ist char i ties such as Justice for Do mes tic Work ers, the Sal va tion Army, Kalayaan, Un- 
seen, or the NSPCC, can also of fer ad vice. In di vid u als wish ing to help and res cue peo ple do not have
to in ter vene per son ally and im me di ately and place them selves in dan ger. Anony mous re ports can be
made. There is fresh leg is la tion de signed to bring slave mas ters to justice.

In other words, slav ery is not some thing that is so se cret that it can not be de tected, some thing
that al ways takes place all of the time, furtively and be hind closed doors, some thing for some one else
to sort out. It is there, out in the open, and the shame of it is that so many of us barely give what we
see a sec ond’s thought.

If we did, then a good deal of hu man mis ery could be ended.


