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Despite the formal abolition of slavery in 1833, the problem itself did not completely disappear; instead, it went
undercover and its manifestations became more diverse. In the last 10 years, there has been an increasing
recognition of, and response to, modern slavery at a global level, as evidenced by the inclusion of eradicating
modern slavery as one of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. In 2016, Prime Minister Theresa
May has described modern slavery as ‘the great human rights issue of our time’ and called for practitioners and
organisations to work together to stamp out modern slavery by establishing a ‘model national response’ based
on:

A strong law enforcement action and legislative framework•
Reducing vulnerability and supporting victims•
Tackling transparency in supply chains•
Effective international co-operation.•

Cumberland Lodge organised its interactive, residential conference on ‘Eliminating Modern Slavery: Enhancing
the Police Response’ in April 2017 to respond to this call. The conference brought together delegates from law
enforcement, non-governmental organisations (NGOs,) the private sector and academia, to explore ways of
enhancing the UK’s strategy for countering modern slavery, and providing an example that other countries can
(continue to) model their own strategies on.

When asked, ‘what are the key threats/risks that stand in our way?’ delegates suggested the following factors:

Public apathy•
Economic measures that foster competing priorities and demands on existing resources •
Uncertainty over the political will moving forward (for example, in light of Brexit and changes to EU•
structures)
The expanding digital world •
The sheer complexity, scale and timelines of both the problem itself and the resulting investigations •
The lack of clear international buy-in and commitment•
A lack of intelligence infrastructure and inadequate resourcing•
The closure of the Police Transformation Fund – a funding award for projects that seek to transform•
policing on topics related to digitalisation, a diverse and flexible workforce, and new capabilities to respond
to changing crimes and threats.
Social acceptance/expectation of cheap consumer goods•
Contradictions in government policies regarding immigration and modern slavery •
Capitalism’s complex global dynamics (e.g. global instability, migrant patterns, business regulation and•
emerging nations).
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These threats/risks translate into a series of real challenges that mar police efforts to respond to modern
slavery. The conference examined these challenges and looked for creative ways to overcome them. The
recommendations that arose from the discussions both support and provide weight to the recommendations
of the Independent Anti-slavery Commissioner’s Annual Report 2015-2016 and The Modern Slavery Act 2015
Review.  These recommendations were as follows:

Recommendations for Law Enforcement;

1.  Improve investigative strategies by:
a. Involving the CPS early on in an investigation. Should any issues present, liaising with the head of the 
CPS Complex Case Unit.

b. Striving for evidential layering
c. Being mindful of the evidence that is missing from investigations (e.g. school records or health records)
d. Adapting and understanding the vulnerabilities of victims through a cultural lens and an appreciation 
that the life experiences of victims can be fundamentally different to our own.

e. Taking more than one account of a victim’s story and understanding that the story will likely change as 
levels of trust increase. It is best not to take the first statement as final evidence.

2.  Increase the quality of victim interactions by:
a. Thinking about what you are asking and why, as well as how invasive you are being in your questioning
b. Ensuring that victims do not feel that they are in trouble
c. Speaking to individuals in private, using an interpreter where appropriate
d. Referring to the Modern Slavery helpline (08000 121 700) where queries arise
e. Placing the building of trust at the heart of the interactions
f. Avoiding stereotype traps (e.g. the assumption that people can only be ‘trafficked’ if they cross 
international borders)

g. Keeping victims informed about the progress of their cases on a regular basis.

3.  Increase training capacity in order to:
a. Recognise victims and offenders as well as increase the frequency of initial recognition
b. Use new investigating techniques
c. Facilitate a shift in officer perception towards a better understanding of cultural differences and the 
impacts of globalisation

d. Increasing front-line officer awareness
e. Understand the role that police have in Reparation Orders and Discretionary Leave to Remain cases
f. Increase knowledge of the National Referral Mechanism (NRM), particularly in relation to victim 
entitlements. 

4.  Augment the intelligence picture by: 
a. Enabling further research into the nature and scale of modern slavery
b. Increasing the frequency and quality of debriefs, to help the police to learn from best practice and 
share what does and does not work

c. Putting response theories to the test – e.g. how well does the ‘beyond border agency’ approach work 
in practice?

d. Learning from best practice in child sexual exploitation investigations. 
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Recommendations for First Responders

1. Use a victim-focused approach that places safeguarding first
2. Enable victim care information sharing 
3. Use the Children’s Act to properly safeguard children
4. Understand that traditional definitions do not necessarily apply; the reluctant victim defies our 
perception of criminality

5. Believe victims

Recommendations for Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs)

1. Incorporate modern slavery into PCCs’ police and crime plans
2. Ensure that Chief Constables are aware of cases of modern slavery
3. Establish vital networks for information sharing
4. Hold forces accountable for their responses to modern slavery

Recommendations for Prosecution

1. Increase the frequency of victimless prosecutions
2. Increase the amount of collaborative work with police during investigations
3. Work towards a better understanding of the nature of modern slavery
4. Educate juries to counter any pre-conceived notions, including stereotype traps

Recommendations for the Private Sector 

1. Gain a better understanding of modern slavery’s link to business
2. Increase business involvement in police efforts to counter modern slavery – e.g. by increasing co-
operation for financial tracking and improving transparency 

3. Increase business accountability 
4. Cut off the supply chain by enabling police to do cross border/boundary work
5. Celebrate businesses who are making steps to eliminate modern slavery from their supply chains
6. Frame responses to modern slavery in terms of corporate social responsibility 

Recommendations for Increasing Partnership Engagement

1. Facilitate the mobilisation of PCCs
2. Decrease individual agendas in favour of increasing collaboration
3. Ameliorate victims’ journeys within and between services, by streamlining information sharing and 
minimising the number of times they have to tell their stories

4. NGOs to create a best practice model to guide police through victim interactions, and ensure that it 
put into practice

5. Tap into existing partnerships (e.g. those that tackle organised and serious crime) and include modern 
slavery specialists 

6. Have a single point of contact in partnerships 
7. Expand partnerships to include the weight of the civic architecture – e.g. fire, environment, health and 
local authority structures)

8. Form a central hub to share good practice 
9. Learn from partnership practice that is already established – e.g. how agencies work together to
identify children and vulnerable adults under Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH).
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Recommendations for the Public 

1. Increase public awareness and education – e.g. campaigns that how modern slavery operates and 
functions

2. Enhance the public’s ability to identify modern slavery during their day-to-day activities – e.g. car wash 
facilities, nail salons. 

Recommendations for Public Policy

1. Decrease the frequency of age assessments and the time taken do any assessments, to minimise the 
adverse impacts of having to wait for the result 

2. Streamline victims’ journeys through the system, by enabling inter-agency work
3. Regulate NGOs so that a minimum standard of care exists 
4. Improve the NRM as it does not protect victims enough – e.g. under the NRM, victims have to prove 
they have been victimised. 

5. Professionalise responses to modern slavery, but not so much as to limit them – e.g. potentially develop
checklists of what-to-do in police responses to modern slavery. 

6. Secure funds to help safeguard victims and to secure the modern slavery helpline
7. Strengthen the Modern Slavery Act by incorporating clear guidelines for businesses on how to operate 
to help prevent modern slavery

8. Address the tensions and any contradictions between modern slavery and immigration policy
9. Increase policing resources to help combat modern slavery
10.Push questions forward in terms of how European Union security relations (as they relate to modern 
slavery) will be maintained post-Brexit

11. Empower immigration officers to recognise the vulnerabilities of modern slavery victims
12. Strive for global ratification of the International Labour Organisation’s Forced Labour Convention, 
1930. 

Delegates drew on the metaphor that the battle itself might have been lost, but the troops are assembled and
the war can still be (and indeed has to be) won. In other words, we have had some success in responding to
modern slavery but, ultimately, we are failing to do enough. Yet, we have learnt from past endeavours and are
now poised to enhance the response, with the ultimate aim of stamping out modern slavery, worldwide (i.e. to
win the war). 

The consensus reached during the conference was that the ‘gold standard’ for modern slavery responses
involves covert policing techniques and victimless prosecutions. To achieve this, the UK must take actions to
enhance modern slavery responses that are premised on: 

1. A greater understanding of operational deployment capacity for both combatting modern slavery and 
safeguarding victims; 

2. Rising numbers of victims being identified; 
3. Improved partnership working. 

Given the pressing need to enhance law enforcement capacity in response to modern slavery, at local, national
and international levels, the recommendations that arose from this conference have the potential to form not
only the basis of follow-up events but also to inform wider policy and practice. 
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