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Executive summary

In the UK, there were 19,125 referrals of potential victims of ‘modern 

slavery’ in 2024, a 13% increase from the previous year and the highest 

annual figure since the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) — the 

UK’s system for the identification and support of ‘modern slavery’ 

victims — began in 2009.

The crime of ‘modern slavery’ is heavily intertwined with the asylum 

system. For example, between January and September 2022, almost one 

in ten asylum seekers, and 7% of small boat arrivals, were referred into 

the NRM.

What is ‘modern slavery’?
As Chapter One explains, ‘modern slavery’ is an umbrella term which 

includes various forms of severe exploitation. Although not defined 

under the Modern Slavery Act 2015, the main anti-modern slavery 

legislation in the UK is segmented into four main categories, including 

labour exploitation, sexual exploitation, criminal exploitation and 

domestic servitude.

Contemporary usage generally refers to modern slavery and human 

trafficking (MSHT), so we use this term alongside modern slavery 

interchangeably throughout. 

There is an important distinction between smuggling and trafficking. 

Only trafficking is modern slavery. People smuggling means the 

facilitation of a person’s illegal entry into a country. The primary 
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purpose is not to exploit the individual being smuggled, as the individual 

seeking to enter the UK illegally consents to the arrangement. By 

contrast, victims of human trafficking are coerced, deceived or forced 

into their situations. The realities of irregular migration may, however,  

mean that both crimes can overlap.

The focus of this research and methodology
At the time of its introduction, the UK’s 2015 Modern Slavery Act 

was considered world-leading. The evidence now suggests there is 

a clear need for an updated approach to mitigate evolving forms of 

exploitation and reduce MSHT in supply chains more effectively.

To reduce the number of vulnerable people being victims of modern 

slavery, as well as potential abuses of the protection granted to victims, 

the interaction between the MSHT and asylum systems must be better 

understood and tackled. This is what the report aims to do. 

This report’s primary focus is on MSHT in England and Wales, 

as MSHT is a devolved matter, but we still refer to the UK when 

examining the causes, trends, challenges and policies of MSHT in the 

asylum system.

This report seeks to answer the following seven research questions:

1.	 What are the leading causes of and trends in MSHT in the UK 

asylum system? 

2.	 Does UK policy do enough to reduce MSHT at source? 

3.	 How effective are existing MSHT policies in identifying and 

supporting victims in the asylum system? 

4.	 What are the key challenges that the UK faces in mitigating 

human trafficking and better protecting victims of MSHT in the 

asylum system? 

5.	 Can abuses of MSHT protections be reduced at the same time as 

strengthening support for genuine victims? 

6.	 What public policy and legislative reforms are needed to reduce 

MSHT among UK asylum seekers? 
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7.	 Are there lessons that the UK can learn from other countries for 

reducing MSHT among asylum seekers?

We employed two main research methods for this report, as detailed 

in Chapter Two. First, we conducted an extensive literature review to 

examine the legislative frameworks governing asylum and modern 

slavery; the support structures for asylum seekers and trafficking victims; 

and any evidence of abuses of MSHT protections. Second, we conducted a 

number of informal, semi-structured interviews with academics, frontline 

practitioners and representatives from anti-slavery organisations.

The primary drivers of MSHT
Chapter Three identifies two main drivers of MSHT worldwide: push 

and pull factors. 

Push factors include poverty, the effects of conflict, and repressive 

regimes. Being a member of a vulnerable group, lack of worker 

protections, lack of awareness of victims’ rights and absence of legal 

migration routes are also considered push factors. 

Pull factors include complex supply chains, demand for cheap goods 

and services (especially drugs), and failure to enforce MSHT protections.

Primary sources and trends in modern slavery in the UK 
While British nationals were the largest single source of NRM referrals 

in 2024, the last full year for which figures are available, they made up 

less than a quarter of that year’s total of 19,125. The other nations in 

the top ten included Eritrea, Sudan, Iran, Somalia, Afghanistan, Syria, 

Albania, Vietnam and India. 

Recent years have seen growing numbers of potential MSHT victims 

being referred for the National Referral Mechanism. Whereas there 

were 3,263 total NRM referrals in 2015, there were 5,135 in 2017, 

10,604 in 2019 and 19,125 in 2024.

This is not just a case of more people pretending to be victims of MSHT. 

Indeed, there are an increasing number of confirmed victims, recognised 
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through the NRM by receiving a ‘conclusive grounds decision’ — explained 

in greater detail in Chapter Four. From just over 1,000 in 2015, the  

number of positive conclusive grounds decisions was 10,000 in 2024. 

In 2024, then, over half were definitely victims of MSHT. This leads  

to uncertainty about the remaining half. These could be egregious claims,  

such as last-ditch attempts in detention to avoid removal, as the  

government recently claimed, or — as Chapter Five indicates — that 

the first responder organisation referring them into NRM did so with 

insufficient or inconsistent evidence. The evidence is ambiguous here, but 

it would not be wrong-headed to presume that some of it may be driven 

by greater awareness and abuse among asylum seekers and the charities 

supporting them of the protections that the NRM system provides. 

However, as this report will reveal, this seems to be a minor driver at 

best; not least because asylum seekers cannot self-refer themselves  

into the NRM and in almost all circumstances it does not lead to  

a route to settlement.

Unfortunately, while some of the factors can be identified, it is not entirely 

clear what exactly is driving the increase in potential and confirmed 

MSHT victims in the UK. The greater attention paid to MSHT by central 

government and charities may explain some of it. In some instances, 

government policies have made the problem worse. For example, there is 

evidence to suggest that the post-Brexit introduction of the Skilled Health  

& Care Worker visa route by the Johnson Government (2019-22) was 

abused by unscrupulous providers who exploited their poorly-paid staff.

Preventing, identifying and supporting victims of 
MSHT in the UK asylum system

Preventing MSHT at source
Chapter Four demonstrates that there are two principal means by 

which the UK attempts to prevent MSHT through the asylum system 

at source: reporting requirements and bilateral cooperation agreements 

with source countries. 
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On the first, Section 54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 requires 

organisations with an annual turnover of over £36 million to prepare 

and publish a slavery and human trafficking statement each year. This 

statement, Section 54 suggests, should outline the steps taken by an 

organisation to ensure that MSHT is not occurring within its business 

and supply chains, wherever in the world it operates. 

On the second, there are two aspects to bilateral cooperation with 

source countries: targeted investments in prevention and victim support 

initiatives, and returns agreements. One example of targeted investments 

to prevent MSHT at source is the UK’s joint action plan with Vietnam. 

The most prominent example of a successful returns agreement with a 

source country is that negotiated with Albania under the most recent 

Conservative Government. As a result of the agreement, almost a quarter 

of all Albanian nationals who arrived in the UK by small boat between 

2018 and 2024 have been removed from the UK. Between 2023 and 2024, 

the number of Albanian NRM referrals also decreased sharply, falling by 

almost 40% from just over 4,000 to just under 2,500. 

Identifying victims of MSHT
Chapter Four also explains the journey of an asylum seeker becoming 

identified and supported as a victim of MSHT.

Irregular migrants are initially screened through an asylum screening 

interview — the first step for anyone claiming asylum. The asylum 

screening process thus serves a dual function: it registers asylum claims, 

but also is a critical point for identifying potential victims of MSHT 

among irregular migrants. Some MSHT victims may hide or not disclose 

their experiences during the initial asylum screening due to fear, trauma, 

distrust of officials or lack of understanding about the support available.

Among the asylum-seeking victims of MSHT, not all will be identified 

via the initial asylum screening process. Victims are sometimes 

identified later in the asylum process, as indicators emerge through 

contact with police, healthcare, NGOs, or local authorities. 

Increasing numbers of potential asylum-seeking victims of MSHT have 
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been identified and referred to the NRM much later in the asylum process: 

from immigration detention, typically when a failed asylum seeker is 

detained pending removal. The proportion of detained small boats arrivals 

while awaiting return who were subsequently referred to the NRM rose 

sharply from just 6% in 2019 to 65% in the first nine months of 2022.

The current Labour Government believes there is some abuse of 

MSHT protections by those asylum seekers in detention awaiting 

removal, as a final attempt to stay in the UK longer. However, the high 

level of positive reasonable grounds decisions from referrals to the 

NRM from detention suggests this is not happening on a large scale, 

unless the decision-making process is flawed. 

The NRM process
The NRM is the primary system for identifying and supporting 

potential victims of MSHT. Only ‘first responder’ organisations can 

make referrals into the NRM, not individuals themselves. There are 

two main categories of first responders: statutory first responders and 

non-statutory first responders. Statutory first responders are public 

authorities, such as Border Force, police forces and local authorities, 

which are legally obligated to offer referral into the NRM when they 

identify someone as a potential victim of MSHT. Non-statutory first 

responders, such as NGOs, are not. In 2024, central government agencies 

were responsible for the majority of referrals (10,137, or 36% of the 

total), followed by local authorities (4,206, or 15% the total). Referrals 

from NGOs and third-sector organisations were the least common 

source of referrals, sending just 950 (3% of the total). 

A potential MSHT victim can be referred to one of two competent 

authorities, both of which are parts of the Home Office: the Single 

Competent Authority (SCA) or the Immigration Enforcement 

Competent Authority (IECA). The IECA handles NRM referrals involving 

foreign nationals convicted of a criminal offence or those held in an 

immigration removal centre. The SCA deals with all other cases referred 

to the NRM. The role of SCA and IECA is to assess whether there are 
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reasonable grounds to believe the individual may indeed be a victim of 

modern slavery. The majority of referrals are typically handled by the 

SCA — in 2024, 14,790 referrals (77% of the total) were sent to the SCA 

compared to 4,335 referrals (23% of the total) sent to the IECA.

The role of SCA and IECA is to assess whether there are reasonable 

grounds to believe the individual may indeed be a victim of modern 

slavery. For all cases, the NRM consists of two key decision-making stages: 

the reasonable grounds decision and the conclusive grounds decision.

The target timeframe for a reasonable grounds decision is five working 

days from referral, although in practice, this often takes longer. While 

waiting for a reasonable grounds decision via the NRM, such asylum 

seekers are typically housed in Home Office asylum accommodation, 

which can include hotels, former defence sites, and shared rooms in 

houses of multiple occupancy across the UK.

If the reasonable grounds decision is positive, the victim enters a 

30-day Recovery and Reflection Period through the national Modern 

Slavery Victim Care Contract (MSVCC). During the recovery period, 

the competent authority gathers evidence to determine conclusively 

whether the individual is a victim. If a victim receives a positive 

conclusive grounds decision, they are entitled to at least a further 45 

days of additional support under the MSVCC before exiting the NRM. 

If the decision is negative, they have nine days to leave the system. If 

a potential victim of MSHT receives a negative decision either at the 

reasonable grounds or conclusive grounds stages of the NRM, they can 

request that the decision be reconsidered within 30 calendar days.

Upon being formally recognised as a victim of MSHT, asylum seekers 

may be considered for Temporary Permission to Stay for Victims of 

Human Trafficking or Slavery (VTS). While they hold permission 

to remain in the UK under the VTS scheme, MSHT victims have the 

right to work, access to public funds, and enter higher education. Once 

their VTS permission has come to an end, however, victims must either 

switch to another visa, such as a skilled worker visa, or leave the UK.

Being a confirmed victim of MSHT cannot — in almost all cases — 
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of itself lead to a path to settlement in the UK. Only a successful asylum 

claim can do that. 

Supporting victims of MSHT
Support for adult victims of MSHT is primarily provided through the 

Modern Slavery Victim Care Contract (MSVCC). Managed by the Home 

Office in England and Wales, the Salvation Army serves as the prime 

contractor responsible for delivering services.

Victims who receive a positive reasonable grounds decision are 

entitled to MSVCC support during the initial 30-day Recovery and 

Reflection Period. Those with a positive conclusive grounds decision can 

continue receiving MSVCC support for up to 45 days after the decision 

to aid their transition to independence.

The types of support offered under the MSVCC include: the provision 

of safe accommodation, financial assistance, translation services, 

healthcare support, counselling, legal advice for immigration matters, 

education of school-age children, and the repatriation of those who wish 

to return to their home countries. 

For children, the NRM does not replace existing child protection 

procedures. Safeguarding measures, such as involvement of local 

authority Children’s Services and strategy discussions with police, 

continue alongside the NRM process. Children referred to the NRM may 

also be assigned an Independent Child Trafficking Guardian (ICTG) in 

certain areas of England and Wales. ICTGs provide additional advocacy 

and support, especially for children without parental support or those 

at risk of re-exploitation.

Unfortunately, a lack of follow-up data makes it difficult to assess the 

overall effectiveness of MSVCC.

Leading problems to identifying and supporting victims 
of modern slavery within the UK asylum system
Chapter Five outlines the leading problems to both identifying and 

supporting victims of MSHT within the UK asylum system. 



Executive summary

13

Leading problems identifying victims of modern slavery 
in the asylum system

Corporate failure to adequately address modern slavery in 

supply chains

As mentioned earlier, Section 54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 

requires organisations with an annual turnover of over £36 million to 

prepare and publish a slavery and human trafficking statement each 

year. Unfortunately, compliance with Section 54 of the Modern Slavery 

Act 2015 remains inconsistent, with limited enforcement mechanisms 

and no financial penalties for non-compliance. Additionally, 2022 

research by the Financial Reporting Council (FRC) found that only one-

third of MSHT statements were clear and easy to read, while 10% of 

eligible companies failed to provide any statement at all despite the 

legal requirement to do so.

Non-consent or non-disclosure by potential victims

Unfortunately, victims of MSHT may be unable or unwilling to disclose 

their experiences or consent to entering the NRM for several reasons. 

These include dependency on the person exploiting them, a fear of the 

stigma associated with being a trafficking victim, a fear that family or 

friends may be punished if they come forward, or a lack of trust in 

public authorities. The absence of sufficient legal advice also makes 

it difficult for victims to make informed decisions about entering the 

NRM. The number of adults refusing consent to enter the NRM is 

increasing: 5,598 adults did so in 2024, up from 4,929 in 2023.

Poor referrals into the NRM

Victims’ access to the NRM often depends on the first responder they 

encounter — such as police officers, social workers or immigration 

officials — as well as how well-trained these individuals are and their 

level of familiarity with the NRM. For example, in the first quarter of 

2025, 62% of referrals made to the SCA received a positive reasonable 



14

Properly protected

grounds decision, compared to just 32% of IECA referrals. There are 

several likely reasons for poor referrals, including many first responders 

being unaware of their role and a lack of adequate training among first 

responder organisations. 

Capacity constraints of first responder organisations

The lack of any new first responder organisations since 2015 has left 

many capable organisations too stretched to assist victims through 

the NRM process. For example, the Salvation Army, the largest non-

statutory first responder, was temporarily forced to stop accepting new 

referrals for over five weeks in May and June 2024.

Difficulties identifying modern slavery victims within the 

asylum screening process

Problems with the interview during the initial asylum screening 

process include the use of confrontational questioning by interviewers 

and a failure to respond appropriately to sensitive disclosures. 

These problems increase the likelihood of flawed decisions based on 

incomplete or unreliable information. The use of aliases or false 

identity documents, especially for children, further complicates the 

challenge of identifying potential modern slavery victims.

Difficulties identifying modern slavery victims in immigration 

detention

Asylum seekers are typically held in detention later in the asylum process, 

where a failed asylum seeker is detained pending removal. Unfortunately, 

gathering evidence to support an NRM referral is much harder in 

detention than it is outside. Second, evidence from NGOs and oversight 

bodies shows that the Home Office’s role as sole first responder for those 

in detention can lead to missed identification opportunities, as well as 

a lack of proactive investigation into potential indicators of exploitation.
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Lack of inter-agency co-operation

While the picture is not uniformly negative, siloed working and a lack of 

information sharing represent a problem for identifying and supporting 

MSHT victims. Fewer than 3% of local authorities in England and Wales 

have a dedicated Modern Slavery Coordinator, despite evidence showing 

the benefits of such a role for victim identification.

Leading problems supporting victims of modern slavery 
in the asylum system

Delays in conclusive grounds referrals

As of early 2025, the median wait time for a conclusive grounds 

decision was 637 days, with some reports indicating the mean wait was 

as high as 952 days for decisions made between October and December 

2024. Such prolonged delays leave potential victims in a prolonged 

state of limbo.

Long-term care for victims of MSHT

The lack of support available after exiting the NRM, which is vital 

to reducing the potential risks of re-trafficking and the likelihood 

of further victimisation, is also a leading problem. Even for those 

granted it, while the VTS offers the right to work, as well as access to 

support services such as safe accommodation, financial support and 

legal advice, such assistance is patchy or non-existent, according to the 

government’s own independent review into the modern slavery system. 

The lack of housing provision, in particular, makes it harder to give 

victims the stability they need to rebuild their lives. Moreover, VTS 

does not provide a pathway to indefinite leave to remain, or permanent 

settlement, and grants are typically limited to 12-30 months.
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Lack of prosecutions

Prosecution rates for MSHT offences in the UK remain strikingly low. 

Data from 2017 to 2019 shows that while over 22,000 potential victims 

were referred to the NRM, only 64 adult offenders were sentenced 

under the Modern Slavery Act 2015.

Even where prosecutions are secured, not enough is being done 

to prevent reoffending. Under the Modern Slavery Act 2015, courts 

and authorities have recourse to Slavery and Trafficking Prevention  

and Risk Orders (STROs), which allow restrictions to be imposed on 

those deemed at risk of committing an MSHT offence, but, in practice, 

these are rarely used. However, as the Independent Anti-Slavery 

Commissioner noted in a 2022 report, just 78 STROs were in force in 

February that year.

The impact of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022

The Nationality and Borders Act 2022, notably through the 

introduction of the Public Order Disqualifications (PODs) and higher 

evidence thresholds now required for positive reasonable grounds 

decisions of modern slavery, has also reduced the number of people 

supported by modern slavery protections. 

PODs, as set out in Section 63 of the Nationality and Borders Act 

2022, exclude individuals deemed a “threat to public order” from 

accessing support under the NRM. Grounds for deeming someone 

a “threat to public order” include convictions for, or suspected 

involvement in, terrorism offences, or having been sentenced to a 

term of imprisonment for any offence. PODs can apply even if victims 

had been forced into criminal activity by traffickers. In addition to 

preventing those forced into crime from accessing support, these 

measures may exacerbate potential victims’ distrust of authorities and 

discourage them from disclosing their experiences or cooperating with 

modern slavery investigations.

The Nationality and Borders Act 2022 also increased the threshold 

of evidence for positive reasonable grounds decisions in the NRM 
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Whereas previously, victims would have to provide a credible account, 

Part 5 of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 instead requires them to 

provide “objective evidence” of exploitation. As a result, according to the 

Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, in 2023, the first full year in 

which the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 was in effect, the proportion 

of positive reasonable grounds decisions fell to just 55% of total reasonable 

grounds decisions, down from 89% before the Act’s introduction.

Effective international MSHT and asylum policies
Chapter Six presents four clear examples of good practice of handling 

MSHT in the asylum system. Specifically, it provides examples of 

countries that have successfully tackled some of the problems with 

identifying and supporting MSHT victims.

Tackling modern slavery in supply chains:  
Canada and Australia
Unlike the UK’s legislation, Part 2, Section 11 of the Australian Modern 

Slavery Act 2018 obliges firms to publish statements disclosing the 

due diligence measures they have taken to mitigate identified risks of 

MSHT, as well as to monitor the effectiveness of these measures.

A further distinction with its UK counterpart is that the Australian 

Modern Slavery Act 2018 also applies to the Federal Government and 

all public sector agencies. Evidence suggests the quality of statements is 

improving thanks to the Act. By the end of the second reporting cycle in 

2022, fewer than one-third of submissions were deemed non-compliant, 

down from almost 60% the previous year.

In contrast to the UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 and the Australian 

Modern Slavery Act 2018, which impose no penalties for non-

compliance, Section 19 of the Canadian Fighting Against Forced Labour 

and Child Labour in Supply Chains Act 2023 imposes a penalty of up to 

C$250,000 (approximately £120,000) for organisations failing to submit 

a statement. The same penalty also applies for submitting a false or 

misleading statement. 
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Victim identification training: Netherlands
A key feature of the Dutch asylum policy is the comprehensive and 

standardised training provided and funded by central government 

to police forces, including each regional police unit, detention centre 

staff, judges, front-line workers and prosecutors, with guidance on 

identifying potential trafficking victims embedded into all training 

programmes.

MSHT training in the Netherlands is tailored according to profession 

and the degree to which each position within that profession interacts 

with modern slavery victims, and is typically delivered by public training 

bodies. For example, all new police recruits must undertake a module on 

human trafficking as part of their training. Specialist courses also exist 

for judges specialising in MSHT cases. 

This stands in strong contrast to the UK approach, which suffers 

from variability in training and the frequent absence of a clear MSHT 

lead in first responder organisations.

Long-term care for victims of MSHT: The US
Since 2000, the United States has had a T visa, or T non-immigrant 

status. This allows those who can establish that they are “more likely 

than not” victims of human trafficking, and who are physically present 

in the US, to live and work legally in the country for up to four years. 

Applicants must demonstrate that they are victims of a severe form 

of trafficking (which includes sex trafficking and labour trafficking), 

have complied with reasonable requests from law enforcement to assist 

in the investigation or prosecution of traffickers (with exceptions for 

minors or those unable to cooperate due to trauma), and would suffer 

extreme hardship if removed. As well as providing financial assistance, 

therapy and settlement to victims, the T-Visa was intended to incentivise 

irregular migrants to cooperate with US law enforcement to help it 

tackle human traffickers. Each year, up to 5,000 principal T visas are 

available, though this cap has never been reached.
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New policies
It is clear from the evidence that the UK needs to consider additional 

policies to address MSHT in the asylum system. In Chapter Seven, we 

propose original and credible policies for UK central government to 

adopt to mitigate the problems of MSHT in the asylum system. 

When formulating policies, we applied four tests that had to be met:

	z Focused on central government policies.

	z Balancing human rights protections of victims of MSHT in the 

asylum system with potential abuses of such protections and high 

levels of irregular migration. 

	z Reduces MSHT within the asylum system without imposing 

unsustainable financial burdens on government or businesses. 

	z Improves consistency whilst supporting innovation in the support 

system available to victims of MSHT in the asylum system.

Recommendation one: Extend Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act 2015 to require all public and private sector 

organisations with a turnover of greater than £36 million to 

publish a Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement on how 

to tackle MSHT in their supply chains.

Private sector organisations with an annual turnover of over £36 

million are required to prepare and publish a Slavery and Human 

Trafficking Statement on their websites each year. These statements 

must include an outline of the steps an organisation is taking to reduce 

instances of MSHT in their supply chains. However, this requirement 

does not apply to public sector agencies, representing a substantial gap 

in the UK government’s efforts to reduce MSHT in supply chains. We 

therefore recommend that MSHT reporting obligations be expanded to 

include public sector organisations.
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Recommendation two: Amend Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act to introduce fines for organisations that fail to 

produce a Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement

Although official data is lacking, unfortunately, the Independent 

Review into the Modern Slavery Act 2015 estimated that “around 40% 

of eligible companies are not complying with the [Modern Slavery Act 

2015] legislation at all”.

Part of the problem is the current lack of enforcement mechanisms. 

While central government can apply for an injunction against non-

compliant firms, there are no actual penalties for failing to publish a 

Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement. 

To create a more powerful incentive for firms to comply, we 

recommend the government be empowered to fine non-compliant 

organisations.

Recommendation three: Amend Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act to oblige organisations to set out the steps 

taken to reduce MSHT in their Modern Slavery and Human 

Trafficking statements. 

Section 54 (5) of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 outlines suggestions 

for what steps organisations “may include” in their Slavery and Human 

Trafficking Statements. These possible steps include: “policies in 

relation to slavery and human trafficking”, its “due diligence processes 

in relation to slavery and human trafficking in its business and 

supply chains” and “the training about slavery and human trafficking 

available to its staff”. 

However, as the phrase “may include” suggests, the statements are 

not required to include any of this information, the omission of which 

makes it more difficult to consistently evaluate what steps companies 

are actually taking to reduce MSHT in their supply chains. 

Accordingly, both to pressure firms to assess the steps they are 

taking to reduce MSHT in their supply chains, as well as to improve 

transparency and comparisons around the effectiveness of those steps, 
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we recommend that the wording of Section 54 (5) of the Modern Slavery 

Act be amended from “may include” to “shall include”.

Recommendation four: The government should conduct a 

large annual randomised study of compliance with Slavery 

and Human Trafficking Statements to assess the extent, and 

to facilitate the enforcement, of Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act.

While the UK government publishes data on the number of published 

modern slavery statements, it does not tell us what percentage of them 

comply with the Modern Slavery Act 2015’s reporting requirements. 

Such requirements are important for ensuring transparency and 

monitoring the extent to which companies are taking their efforts to 

address MSHT seriously. 

We therefore recommend that government conduct a large, annual 

randomised study to assess the extent of non-compliance with Section 

54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015. Those companies identified as 

breaching their obligations should then be fined.

Recommendation five: Amend the National Referral Mechanism 

(NRM) guidance: Adult (England and Wales) to mandate that all 

statutory first responder organisations appoint a dedicated 

Single Point of Contact (SPOC) for MSHT, responsible for 

handling NRM referrals, and that all individuals or teams 

in these SPOC roles must receive mandatory, specialist NRM 

training by government-approved providers.

Current regulations have resulted in widely diverging approaches 

to MSHT between first responder organisations. Further, the lack 

of a clear MSHT lead in many organisations has meant that many 

within them are completely unaware of their statutory first responder 

responsibility under the Modern Slavery Act 2015.

To address this, we recommend that all statutory first responder 

organisations be required to appoint a dedicated Single Point of Contact 
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(SPOC) for modern slavery, responsible for handling NRM referrals, 

and that all individuals or teams in these SPOC roles must receive 

mandatory, specialist NRM training.

By concentrating specialist knowledge and responsibility in a 

dedicated SPOC role or team, organisations can ensure that NRM 

referrals are handled by staff with up-to-date expertise and the 

confidence to navigate complex cases, rather than relying on the variable 

and often limited knowledge of a large, dispersed workforce.

Mandatory training for SPOCs would ensure that those making 

critical decisions are equipped to recognise indicators of modern slavery, 

understand the legal framework, and provide appropriate safeguarding 

and support. Moreover, SPOCs would be unable to commence their role 

until they had completed this training, meaning the organisation would 

not be complying with its Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement. 

This would reduce the risk of missed or poor-quality referrals, improve 

outcomes for victims, and help address the current ‘referral lottery’ in 

support provision caused by inconsistent local practice. 

Crucially, this is also more cost-effective and sustainable: training 

a smaller cohort of SPOCs to a high standard is far less resource-

intensive than attempting to provide in-depth modern slavery training 

to every frontline staff member, many of whom may encounter such 

cases only rarely.

Recommendation six: The Home Office should commit to 

regularly publishing detailed NRM referral and outcome 

data for reasonable grounds and conclusive grounds 

decisions, broken down by local authority and first responder 

organisational type, and whether the individual has an active 

asylum claim. 

While the Home Office already publishes quarterly and annual NRM 

outcome data based on responder type — SCA or IECA — it does not 

provide any regional or first responder-specific data. 

This makes it difficult to identify which first responders are working 
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effectively and which are not accurately referring and supporting victims 

of MSHT. By contrast, more granular, routinely published data would 

enable policymakers to identify regional trends, disparities in outcomes, 

and organisations and local authorities where intervention is most 

needed. By increasing transparency, it would also encourage competition 

between first responder organisations to improve their outcomes. 

Accordingly, we recommend that the Home Office should commit to 

regularly publishing such data.

Recommendation seven: The UK should introduce a dedicated 

visa for confirmed modern slavery victims, modelled on the 

US T visa. This would give victims four years of definite leave 

to remain and be subject to an annual cap of 2,000 people, 

to provide long-term protection for victims of MSHT and 

incentivise cooperation with law enforcement. 

We therefore recommend that the UK should introduce a dedicated 

visa for MSHT victims who have received a positive conclusive grounds 

decision, modelled on the US T visa. Mirroring the US scheme, this 

should provide definite leave to remain for four years. But reflecting 

the UK’s smaller population, the number of people issued the new visa 

should be capped at 2,000 per year and, reflecting the government’s 

impending plans to reform ILR, permanent settlement should typically 

only be made available after 10 years of continuous legal residency in 

the UK, taking into account time on this adapted T visa. 

Adopting such a visa would be a significant improvement over the 

UK’s current VTS system, which offers only limited and uncertain 

immigration relief, often leaving many victims in limbo and vulnerable 

to re-trafficking or destitution. It would also likely strengthen law 

enforcement efforts and prosecution rates by encouraging victim 

cooperation, as seen in the US. To ease public concerns about annual 

net migration levels, the number of such visas issued should be subject 

to an annual cap of 2,000.
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Recommendation eight: Once recommendation five has been 

implemented, introduce a presumption that failed asylum seekers 

who are in detention and about to be removed are ineligible to be 

referred to the NRM and claim Temporary Permission to Stay for 

Victims of Human Trafficking or Slavery (VTS).

To counter any abuse of modern slavery protections, where the NRM 

simply becomes a backdoor route for failed asylum seekers to remain in 

the UK, as implied by the current Home Secretary especially among those 

in detention and about to be deported, we recommend that failed asylum 

seekers in detention pending removal should be presumed ineligible 

for permission to be referred to the NRM and remain in the UK under 

the VTS scheme or be granted a new T visa. To reduce the likelihood of 

genuine MSHT victims being protected, this presumption should only be 

introduced once all statutory first responder organisations have appointed 

a dedicated SPOC and have received mandatory, specialist NRM training 

by government-approved providers, as recommended above.

By raising the threshold for a failed asylum seeker’s successful NRM 

referral and VTS claim, it should be possible to address any abuses 

while ensuring that genuine victims of MSHT can still access the 

necessary support.

Conclusion
A hidden but pervasive crime, MSHT is heavily connected to the 

UK’s asylum system. Unfortunately, despite the considerable focus 

on improving the asylum system more generally under successive 

governments, the UK’s Modern Slavery Act 2015 and the process it 

established to process MSHT victims, the NRM, requires updating. 

The proposed policies in this report will not singlehandedly resolve 

the problems with and perceived abuses of the UK’s approach to modern 

MSHT within the asylum system. However, they will help to ensure that 

the UK better protects more genuine victims of MSHT in accordance 

with its international obligations, while also addressing the public’s 

legitimate desire to prevent abuses of our asylum and MSHT systems.
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Chapter One: 
Introduction

‘Modern slavery’ is a hidden but pervasive crime. It disproportionately 

affects vulnerable people, especially asylum seekers, who become 

trapped in cycles of coercion and abuse. 

In the UK, there were 19,125 referrals of potential victims of 

‘modern slavery’ in 2024, a 13% increase from the previous year and 

the highest annual figure since the National Referral Mechanism 

(NRM) — the system for the identification of ‘modern slavery’ victims 

— began in 2009.1 Owing to its hidden nature, however, the true 

number of modern slavery victims could be substantially higher than 

official statistics suggest, with the Centre for Social Justice in 2020 

estimating there “could be at least 100,000” MSHT victims in the 

UK,2 and the 2023 Global Slavery Index estimating that the number 

could be as high as 122,000.3

The crime of modern slavery is heavily intertwined with the asylum 

system. For example, between January and September 2022, almost one 

1  Home Office, “Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify Statistics UK, End of 
Year Summary 2024”, 6 March 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-and-
dtn-statistics-end-of-year-summary-2024/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-
statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2024> [accessed 21 July 2025].
2  Centre for Social Justice and Justice and Care, “It still happens here: Fighting UK slavery in the 2020s”, July 
2020, <https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/library/it-still-happens-here-fighting-uk-slavery-in-the-2020s> 
[accessed 25 November 2025], 6.
3  Independent Anti-slavery Commissioner, “Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner: Strategic plan 2024 
to 2026 (accessible)”, 17 February 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-anti-
slavery-commissioner-strategic-plan-2024-to-2026/independent-anti-slavery-commissioner-strategic-plan-
2024-to-2026-accessible> [accessed 29 October 2025]; 10 Downing Street, “Defeating modern slavery: Article 
by Theresa May”, 31 July 2016 <https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/defeating-modern-slavery-theresa-
may-article> [accessed 29 June 2025].
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in ten asylum seekers were referred into the NRM.4 The number of 

asylum seekers has increased in recent years. In 2024, the UK received 

84,231 asylum applications, a 16% increase from 2023.5 Especially 

significant politically has been the rise in irregular arrivals via small 

boats over the English Channel, which, despite repeated promises by 

successive UK Governments, increased from under 300 in the year 

ending 2018 to 37,000 in the year ending December 2024.6 

Between 2018 and 2022, of those who arrived via small boats, 7% 

(6,210 individuals) were referred to the NRM as potential victims of 

‘modern slavery’. Of those 6,210 individuals, 5,897 also claimed asylum.7 

As such, asylum claimants and small boat arrivals continue to make up 

a significant proportion of all NRM referrals,8 even though only a small 

proportion of those arriving irregularly or seeking asylum are being 

referred to the NRM.9

It is worth highlighting that irregular migrants can be involved in 

the crime of people smuggling, having voluntarily sought the services 

of smugglers to gain illegal entry into the UK.10 Partly because of 

4  Home Office, “Annex: analysis of modern slavery NRM referrals from asylum, small boats and detention 
cohorts”, 11 July 2024 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-national-referral-
mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-january-to-march-2023/annex-analysis-of-modern-slavery-nrm-
referrals-from-asylum-small-boats-and-detention-cohorts> [accessed 12 December 2025].
5  Esme Kirk-Wade and Cassie Barton “Asylum Statistics, Research Briefing SN01403”, House of Commons 
Library <https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01403/> [accessed 17 July 2025].
6  Migration Observatory, “People crossing the English Channel in small boats”, 18 July 2015 <https://
migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/people-crossing-the-english-channel-in-small-boats/> 
[accessed 29 October 2025]. 
7  Home Office, “Irregular migration to the UK: Year ending December
 2022”, 23  February 2023 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/irregular-migration-to-the-uk-year-
ending-december-2022/irregular-migration-to-the-uk-year-ending-december-2022> [accessed 27 June 2025].
8  Home Office, “Annex: analysis of modern slavery NRM referrals from asylum, small boats and detention 
cohorts”, 4 May 2023, <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-national-referral-
mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-january-to-march-2023/annex-analysis-of-modern-slavery-nrm-
referrals-from-asylum-small-boats-and-detention-cohorts#how-many-people-entering-the-nrm-and-subject-to-
immigration-controls-claim-asylum-and-arrive-on-a-small-boat> [accessed 27 June 2025].
9  Home Office, “Analysis of modern slavery NRM referrals from asylum, small boats and detention 
cohorts”; Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “Written evidence submitted 
by the Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre (HUM0049)”, House of Commons 
Home Affairs Committee inquiry into Human Trafficking, 8 June 2023 <https://committees.parliament.uk/
writtenevidence/119399/html/> [accessed 27 June 2025].
10  INTERPOL, “Human trafficking and migrant smuggling”, undated <https://www.interpol.int/en/Crimes/
Human-trafficking-and-migrant-smuggling> [accessed 27 June 2025].
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this,11 there has been concern that there is abuse of ‘modern slavery’ 

protections by asylum seekers.12 This arises from the fact that a referral 

to the NRM, as Chapter Four explains, prevents a person from being 

deported until after a ‘modern slavery’ decision is made.13 

To reduce the number of vulnerable people being victims of ‘modern 

slavery’, as well as potential abuses of the protection granted to victims, 

the interaction between the ‘modern slavery’ and asylum systems must 

be better understood and tackled. This is what the report aims to do. 

What is ‘modern slavery’?
‘Modern slavery’ is an umbrella term which includes various forms of 

severe exploitation.14 Reflecting this, the Modern Slavery Act 2015, the 

main anti-modern slavery legislation in the UK, consolidates a range 

of offences under a single legislative framework, but does not provide 

a distinct legal definition of ’modern slavery’.15 While MSHT can take 

many forms — the Home Office has identified 17 specific types of 

MSHT offences16 — the four main categories include: 

	z Labour exploitation, which involves victims being forced to 

work for little or no pay, often under threat, in poor conditions and 

with restricted freedom. This can also include debt bondage, which 

refers to MSHT victims being forced to repay transport costs via 

11  Home Office, “Government response to House of Lords Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee report, ‘The 
Modern Slavery Act 2015: becoming world-leading again’ (accessible)”, 16 December 2024 <https://www.
gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-government-response-to-house-of-lords-committee-report/
government-response-to-house-of-lords-modern-slavery-act-2015-committee-report-the-modern-slavery-act-
2015-becoming-world-leading-again> [accessed 29 October 2025].
12  Migration Watch UK, “The abuse of modern slavery laws by asylum seekers”, 20 September 2022, 
<https://www.migrationwatchuk.org/news/2022/09/20/the-abuse-of-modern-slavery-laws-by-asylum-seekers> 
[accessed 6 July 2025].
13  Melanie Gower and Georgina Sturge, “Modern slavery cases in the immigration system”, House of 
Commons Library, 8 March 2023, <https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9744/CBP-
9744.pdf> [accessed 7 July 2025]
14  National Crime Agency, “What is modern slavery?”, September 2016, <https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/media/5a821c2ae5274a2e87dc1317/What_is_Modern_Slavery_NCA_v1.pdf> [accessed 15 July 2025].
15  Crown Prosecution Service, “Modern slavery and human trafficking: Offences and defences (including the 
Section 45 defence)”, 22 October 2024, <https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/modern-slavery-and-human-
trafficking-offences-and-defences-including-section-45> [accessed 15 July 2025].
16  Christine Cooper et al., “A typology of modern slavery offences in the UK (Home Office 
research report 93)”, Home Office, 17 October 2017, <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/5a822a42e5274a2e8ab57d66/typology-modern-slavery-offences-horr93.pdf> [accessed 15 July 2025].
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forced labour.17 According to a 2025 Coalition for Global Prosperity 

report, more than half of NRM referrals in that year related to 

labour exploitation.18

	z Sexual exploitation, which involves victims being coerced into 

marriage, prostitution, pornography or other forms of sexual 

abuse. According to a 2025 Coalition for Global Prosperity report, 

more than one in six NRM referrals in that year related to sexual 

exploitation.19

	z Criminal exploitation, which involves victims being forced into 

illegal activities such as drug trafficking, theft or benefit fraud. 

Such exploitation can prove lucrative — a 2024 International 

Labour Organisation report found that forced labour generates 

approximately $US236 billion in illicit profits per year 

(approximately £179 billion).20 According to a 2025 Coalition for 

Global Prosperity report, just over a third of NRM referrals in that 

year related to criminal exploitation.21

	z Domestic servitude, which involves victims being compelled to 

perform duties such as cleaning, cooking and childcare.22 According 

to a 2025 Coalition for Global Prosperity report, almost one in 11 

NRM referrals in that year related to domestic servitude.23

Reflecting the above and contemporary usage generally, this report 

employs the terms modern slavery and human trafficking (MSHT) 

and exploitation interchangeably throughout. Although there has been 

17  Monica Harding and Zoe Swanwick, “Modern Slavery: A Global Crisis with Local Consequences”, Coalition 
for Global Prosperity, July 2025 <https://www.coalitionforglobalprosperity.com/s/Modern-Slavery-DIGITAL.
pdf> [accessed 13 October 2025], 23.
18  Ibid, 29.
19  Ibid.
20  International Labour Organization, “Profits and poverty: The economics of forced labour”, 19 March 2024 
<https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-10/Profits%20and%20poverty%20-%20The%20economics%20
of%20forced%20labour_WEB_20241017.pdf> [accessed 25 November 2025], 13.
21  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery, 29.
22  National Crime Agency, “What is Modern Slavery?”; Home Office, “Modern slavery: Statutory guidance 
for England and Wales under s49 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 and Non-Statutory Guidance for Scotland 
and Northern Ireland”, 10 October 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-how-
to-identify-and-support-victims/modern-slavery-statutory-guidance-for-england-and-wales-under-s49-of-the-
modern-slavery-act-2015-and-non-statutory-guidance-for-scotland-and-northe> [accessed 29 October 2025]. 
23  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery, 29.
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recent debate around the usefulness of the term modern slavery — 

researchers at the International Slavery Museum, for example, pointed 

out that modern slavery is not sufficiently differentiated from historical 

chattel slavery24 — because the term remains widely used, including by 

the UK government, it is employed by this report.

A more important distinction is that between smuggling and 

trafficking: these are often conflated but are legally distinct.25 Only 

trafficking is modern slavery. People smuggling means the facilitation 

of a person’s illegal entry into a country — such as the UK — for the 

financial or material benefit of smugglers.26 The primary purpose is 

not to exploit the individual being smuggled, as the individual seeking 

to enter the UK illegally consents to the arrangement. A 2018 study 

estimated that, in 2016, 2.5 million migrants paid an average of $2,500 

to people smugglers,27 although Professor Alan Manning — the Former 

Chair of the UK’s Migration Advisory Committee — argues it is easy 

to find accounts of much higher fees.28 Ultimately, people smuggling 

is primarily a breach of immigration laws — it is a crime against  

the state.29 

By contrast, human trafficking differs from people smuggling in 

several ways. Namely, that consent is central to smuggling, even if the 

journey is dangerous. Whereas victims of human trafficking are coerced, 

deceived or forced into their situations, consent is therefore either 

24  Emily Smith “Modern Slavery and Transatlantic Slavery: What’s the Difference?”, Liverpool Museums, 
<https://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/stories/modern-slavery-transatlantic-slavery-whats-difference> 
[accessed 15 July 2025]; Chioma C. Okezie, ‘Modern slavery: Contemporary issues and the United Kingdom’s 
response’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Liverpool, 2018), <https://livrepository.liverpool.
ac.uk/3032535/1/200597953_Sep2018.pdf> [accessed 15 July 2025].
25   Stop The Traffik, “Smuggling, trafficking: Knowing the differences”, <https://stopthetraffik.org/
smuggling-trafficking-knowing-differences/> [accessed 15 July 2025]; Tatiana Gren-Jardan “Slavery, 
Trafficking and Smuggling: What Do We Need to Know”, Centre for Social Justice, 22 July 2021, <https://
www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/newsroom/slavery-trafficking-and-smuggling-what-do-we-need-to-know> 
[accessed 15 July 2025].
26  UNHCR “People Smuggling”, undated, <https://www.unhcr.org/uk/what-we-do/protect-human-rights/
asylum-and-migration/people-smuggling> [accessed 17 July 2025].
27  UNODC, “Global study on smuggling of migrants”, United Nations, 1 June 2018 <https://www.unodc.org/
documents/data-and-analysis/glosom/GLOSOM_2018_web_small.pdf> [accessed 8 December 2025].
28  Alan Manning, Why immigration policy is hard: And how to make it better (London: Polity Press, 2025), 
314.
29  College of Policing, “Modern slavery: Definitions”, 24 May 2023 <https://www.college.police.uk/app/major-
investigation-and-public-protection/modern-slavery/modern-slavery-definitions> [accessed 17 July 2025].



30

Properly protected

absent or invalid due to fraud or coercion with its primary purpose 

being the exploitation of an individual. The crime is thus considered a 

violation of the person’s freedom and integrity30 — in other words, it 

is modern slavery. Moreover, unlike smuggling, which always involves 

crossing borders, human trafficking can occur both across borders or 

within a single country, such as victims being moved from one area to 

another to work in forced labour conditions.31 

This definition of human trafficking, reflected in Section 2 of the 

Modern Slavery Act 2015,32 stems from the 2005 Palermo Protocol, a 

landmark global anti-trafficking treaty which the UK ratified in 2006.33

The realities of irregular migration may, however, mean that both 

crimes can overlap. For instance, migrants who initially pay for smuggling 

services can become victims of trafficking if, during the journey or upon 

arrival, they are subjected to coercion, deception or force —such as 

being forced into labour, sexual exploitation or servitude.34 Moreover, 

organised crime groups may engage in both activities, shifting between 

smuggling and trafficking depending on profit opportunities and the 

vulnerabilities of migrants. As such, both smuggling and trafficking 

occur along the same migration routes and are sometimes orchestrated 

by the same individuals or networks.35 

30  Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, “Human trafficking: Migrant health guide”, 7 June 2022 
<https://www.gov.uk/guidance/human-trafficking-migrant-health-guide> [accessed 17 July 2025].
31  UNODC, “Human trafficking: People for sale’, undated <https://www.unodc.org/toc/en/crimes/human-
trafficking.html> [accessed 17 July 2025]; indirect, “Modern slavery and human trafficking”, undated 
<https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/modern-slavery-and-human-trafficking> [accessed 17 July 2025].
32  Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 2.
33  Kamena Dorling, “25 years of the Palermo Protocol: how governments are falling behind in protecting 
and supporting victims of human trafficking”, Helen Bamber Foundation, 15 November 2025 <https://www.
helenbamber.org/resources/latest-news/25-years-palermo-protocol-how-governments-are-falling-behind-
protecting-and> [accessed 26 November 2025].
34  Walk Free, “Global slavery index/country study: Modern slavery in United Kingdom, undated, <https://
www.walkfree.org/global-slavery-index/country-studies/united-kingdom/> [accessed 17 July 2025].
35  ‘Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling: INTERPOL, “The Issues”, undated <https://www.interpol.
int/en/Crimes/Human-trafficking-and-migrant-smuggling/The-issues> [accessed 17 July 2025]; UNODC, 
‘Issue paper: Organized crime involvement in trafficking in persons and smuggling of migrants”, 2010, 
<https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/FINAL_REPORT_06052010_1.pdf> [accessed 17 July 
2025]; A. Bish, et al., “Exploring the “blurred boundary”: Human smuggling and trafficking on the central 
Mediterranean route to Europe”, Journal of Illicit Economies and Development, 5.1 (2023), 70–94.
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The focus of this research
At the time of its introduction, the UK’s 2015 Modern Slavery Act 

was considered world-leading,36 acting as the inspiration for similar 

legislation in countries such as Australia, Canada and the Netherlands.37 

Since then, however, as the House of Lords Modern Slavery Committee 

noted, “the world has changed and best practice has moved on”.38 The 

evidence — as detailed in this report — suggests there is a clear need 

for an updated approach to mitigate evolving forms of exploitation and 

reduce modern slavery in supply chains more effectively.39 

Overall, despite the considerable focus on the asylum system more 

generally under both the former Conservative and current Labour 

Governments,40 insufficient action has been taken to reduce MSHT 

in the asylum system, or potential abuses of the protections the UK 

offers victims. 

In May 2025, the Labour Government released a white paper on 

immigration, Restoring Control over the Immigration System.41 However, 

it only contained two references to modern slavery in the UK, neither 

of which provided recommendations as to how the asylum system 

might be reformed to reduce MSHT cases and potential abuses.42 

More recently, in November 2025, it announced plans to introduce 

new modern slavery legislation, largely because of a perception that 

36  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “Ten years on, the Modern Slavery Act’s 
promise of justice remains unfulfilled”, 26 March 2025 <https://www.modernslaverypec.org/latest/media-
pack-ten-years-on-the-modern-slavery-acts-promise-of-justice-remains-unfulfilled> [accessed 29 June 2025].
37  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 5. 
38  House of Lords Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee, “The Modern Slavery Act 2015: becoming world-
leading again”, 16 October 2024 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5901/ldselect/ldmodslav/8/8.pdf 
[accessed 25 November 2025], 3.
39  Sarah Tudor, “Modern Slavery Act 2015: Lords Committee Post‑Legislative Scrutiny”, House of Lords 
Library, 27 February 2025 <https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/modern-slavery-act-2015-lords-committee-post-
legislative-scrutiny/> [accessed 29 June 2025]
40  UNHCR UK, “Illegal Migration Act”, undated <https://www.unhcr.org/uk/what-we-do/uk-asylum-policy-
and-illegal-migration-act/illegal-migration-act> [accessed 27 June 2025]; Joelle Grogan and Alice Donald, 
“Illegal Migration Act 2023”, UK in a Changing Europe <https://ukandeu.ac.uk/explainers/illegal-migration-
act-2023/> [accessed 27 June 2025]; Home Office, “Border Security, Asylum and Immigration Bill 2025: 
Impact assessment (accessible version)”, 30 January 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
border-security-asylum-and-immigration-bill-2025-impact-assessment/border-security-asylum-and-
immigration-bill-2025-impact-assessment-accessible> [accessed 27 June 2025].
41  Home Office, “Restoring Control over the Immigration System: White paper (HC 1326)”, 6 June 2025 
<https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6821aec3f16c0654b19060ac/restoring-control-over-the-
immigration-system-white-paper.pdf> [accessed 27 June 2025]. 
42  Ibid., 40, 49. 
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there could be abuse of current MSHT protections by illegal migrants 

in detention, in particular,43 but no details of this were available at the 

time of writing this report. 

Accordingly, this report analyses in greater detail the relationship 

between the asylum and MSHT systems, and how reforms can lessen 

MSHT cases and potential abuses. This is critical not only to assuage 

growing public concern around the UK’s asylum system,44 but also to 

uphold the UK’s commitments to effectively protect genuine victims 

of MSHT. 

As MSHT is a devolved matter, Scotland and Northern Ireland have 

separate MSHT legislation to that of England — the Human Trafficking 

and Exploitation (Scotland) Act 201545 and Human Trafficking and 

Exploitation (Criminal Justice and Support for Victims) Act (Northern 

Ireland) 201546 respectively. As such, this report’s primary focus is 

on MSHT in England and Wales, but we still refer to the UK when 

examining the causes, trends, challenges and policies of MSHT in the 

asylum system.

This report seeks to answer the following seven research questions:

1.	 What are the leading causes of and trends in MSHT in the UK 

asylum system? 

2.	 Does UK policy do enough to reduce MSHT at source? 

43  Home Office, “Restoring Order and Control: A statement on the government’s asylum and returns  
policy” <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/asylum-and-returns-policy-statement>  
[accessed 25 November 2025], 26.
44  See e.g. Ipsos UK, “The public are most likely to think that the number of people coming to the UK to 
apply for refugee status is too high and a majority think the same about those coming to live with family”, 
April 2025 <https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/202504/Immigration%20
Polling%20charts%20April%202025_V1.pdf> [accessed 4 December 2025]. According to that poll, 68% of 
respondents thought that the number of people coming to the UK to apply for refugee status was too high. 
45  Scottish Government, “Scotland’s trafficking and exploitation strategy 2025”, 30 July 2025 <https://www.
gov.scot/publications/scotlands-trafficking-exploitation-strategy-2025/pages/13/> [accessed 10 October 2025]. 
46  Police Service of Northern Ireland, “Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking”, undated <https://www.
psni.police.uk/safety-and-support/advice-and-information/modern-slavery-and-human-trafficking> [accessed 
10 October 2025].
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3.	 How effective are existing MSHT policies in identifying and 

supporting victims in the asylum system? 

4.	 What are the key challenges that the UK faces in mitigating 

human trafficking and better protecting victims of MSHT in the 

asylum system? 

5.	 Can abuses of MSHT protections be reduced at the same time as 

strengthening support for genuine victims? 

6.	 What public policy and legislative reforms are needed to reduce 

MSHT among UK asylum seekers? 

7.	 Are there lessons that the UK can learn from other countries for 

reducing MSHT among asylum seekers?

The report is structured as follows:

 

	z Chapter Two outlines the methodology used in this report.

	z Chapter Three outlines the primary drivers of and trends in 

MSHT in the UK.

	z Chapter Four describes UK efforts to tackle MSHT at source and 

then the measures taken in the UK to identify and support victims 

of MSHT in the asylum system.

	z Chapter Five identifies the leading barriers to supporting victims 

of MSHT within the UK asylum system.

	z Chapter Six outlines and evaluates how international countries 

have approached sorting and supporting MSHT victims in their 

asylum systems.

	z Chapter Seven recommends new policies to improve the 

effectiveness of and support services in the UK modern slavery and 

asylum systems.
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Chapter Two: 
Methodology

This report examines in detail the relationship between the asylum 

and MSHT systems before going on to recommend policies that would 

assuage growing public concerns around any potential abuses of the 

UK’s asylum system, but also uphold the UK’s commitments to protect 

effectively genuine victims of MSHT. This chapter details the research 

methods employed in this report.

We employed two main research methods for this report.

	z Literature review. We conducted an extensive literature review 

to examine the legislative frameworks governing asylum and 

MSHT; the support structures for asylum seekers and trafficking 

victims; and any evidence of abuses of MSHT protections. To this 

end, we scrutinised and synthesised academic papers, government 

publications, NGO reports and parliamentary briefings, as well as 

quantitative data from the NRM and asylum backlogs. 

	z Expert stakeholder consultation. We conducted a number of 

informal, semi-structured interviews with academics, frontline 

practitioners and representatives from anti-slavery organisations. 
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Box 2.1. List of interviewees

	z Kamena Dorling, Director of Policy, Helen Bamber Foundation.

	z Tim Nelson, Chief Executive, Hope for Justice.

	z Alex Balch, Director of Research, Modern Slavery and Human 

Rights Policy and Evidence Centre.

	z Liz Williams, Head of Policy Impact, Modern Slavery and Human 

Rights Policy and Evidence Centre.

	z Peter Wieltschnig, Senior Policy and Networks Officer, Focus  

on Labour Exploitation.

	z Robin Brierley, Executive Director, West Midlands Anti Slavery 

Network.

	z Ben Ryan, Chief Operating Officer, Medaille Trust.

	z Andrew Wallis OBE, CEO, Unseen.

	z Nick Herbert, Project and Partnerships Lead, Human Trafficking 

Foundation.
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Chapter Three: 
The primary drivers of and trends  
in MSHT in the UK

Having defined MSHT and its relationship with the UK asylum system 

in Chapter One, this chapter explores the primary drivers of — and 

trends in — MSHT in the UK.

The primary drivers of MSHT 
Modern slavery is a global problem, with the human rights charity 

Walk Free estimating that around 50 million people were victims of it 

in 2021.47 However, over half of forced labour cases, which is one of the 

most common forms of MSHT, occur in upper-middle-income or high-

income nations.48 

The evidence suggests that the primary drivers of modern slavery 

worldwide include: poverty, the effects of conflict, repressive regimes, 

membership of a vulnerable group, a lack of awareness among victims 

of their rights, a lack of worker protections, the absence of legal 

migration routes, increasingly complex supply chains, demand for cheap 

goods and services (especially drugs), and the failure to enforce MSHT 

protections.49 The drivers can be divided into either ‘push, or ‘supply-

47  Walk Free, “Global Slavery Index”, undated <https://www.walkfree.org/global-slavery-ndex/
map/#mode=data> [accessed 13 October 2025]. 
48  ‘Walk Free, “Global Slavery Index: Global findings”, undated <https://www.walkfree.org/global-slavery-
index/findings/global-findings/> [accessed 17 July 2025].
49  Walk Free, “Address tomorrow’s slavery today Submission from Walk Free for the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of Slavery’s public consultation”, May 2019 <https://www.ohchr.
org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Slavery/SR/AddressingTomorrowSlaveryToday/WalkFree.pdf> 
[accessed 13 October 2025].
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side’ factors, which drive vulnerable people into becoming MSHT 

victims, and ‘pull, or ‘demand-side’ ones, which incentivise perpetrators 

to exploit would-be MSHT victims for personal or financial gain.50 

Push factors

	z Poverty. The effects of poverty and the inability to earn enough to 

pay for essentials increase the risk of exploitation.51

	z Effects of conflict. By causing a breakdown in law and order 

and millions of people to be displaced, armed conflicts create 

opportunities for perpetrators of forced labour, forced marriage 

and sexual exploitation,52 as well as the forced recruitment of child 

soldiers.53 The resulting economic disruption also leaves workers 

vulnerable to predatory labour practices, gender-based violence, 

and makes it more difficult for humanitarian aid to reach those 

who need it most.54 The problems associated with conflict have 

only increased in recent years, with the Armed Conflict Location 

and Event Data’s conflict index showing that the number of global 

armed conflicts doubling between 2019 and 2024.55 

50  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 12.
51  Hope for Justice, “Modern slavery & human trafficking in the United Kingdom”, May 2024 <https://
hopeforjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/UK-Modern-Slavery-and-Human-Trafficking-Briefing-
Document.-May-2024.pdf> [accessed 13 October 2025], 7; Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and 
Evidence Centre, “How the cost of living crisis is making people more vulnerable to modern slavery”, 
<https://www.modernslaverypec.org/latest/cost-of-living-vulnerable-modern-slavery> [accessed 17 July 2025].
52  Walk Free, “Modern slavery risks rise as greatest number of global conflicts since WWII”, 24 June 2024 
<https://www.walkfree.org/news/2024/modern-slavery-risks-rise-as-greatest-number-of-global-conflicts-since-
wwii/> [accessed 13 October 2025]; Walk Free, “Modern slavery: A weapon and consequence of war”, undated 
<https://www.walkfree.org/global-slavery-index/findings/spotlights/a-weapon-and-consequence-of-war/> 
[accessed 13 October 2025]. 
53  Monti Datta, Angharad Smith and Kevin Bales, “Slavery and war are tightly connected – but we had no 
idea just how much until we crunched the data”, The Conversation, 22 August 2022 <https://theconversation.
com/slavery-and-war-are-tightly-connected-but-we-had-no-idea-just-how-much-until-we-crunched-the-
data-169904> [accessed 13 October 2025].
54  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 15-16.
55  ACLED, “Conflict index”, December 2024 < https://acleddata.com/series/acled-conflict-index> [accessed 25 
November 2025]; Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 15.
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	z Repressive regimes. Some states, such as Eritrea, located in the 

Horn of Africa, impose forced labour on their citizens. In Eritrea’s 

case, this takes the form of indefinite military service. As well as 

creating a powerful incentive to flee — 15% of Eritrea’s population 

is believed to have left — those trying to escape may themselves be 

vulnerable to exploitation.56 

	z Vulnerable groups. Due to a lack of protection from the state or 

social stigma, groups traditionally subjected to persecution, such as 

women and children, ethnic minorities, or those from lower caste 

backgrounds, are at greater risk of exploitation.57 

	z Lack of worker protections. A state’s failure to enforce labour 

protections risks leaving workers unable to protect themselves 

against predatory exploiters.58 

	z Lack of awareness of victims’ rights. Some victims of MSHT are 

unaware of their legal rights, greatly increasing their vulnerability 

to exploitation and their ability to seek assistance.59

	z Absence of legal migration routes. The inability to legally 

migrate to predominantly wealthier, industrialised nations, 

encourages some migrants to turn to people smugglers, who may 

exploit them.60 

56  Walk Free, “Global findings”.
57  William Avis, “Key drivers of modern slavery”, Institute for Development Studies, 16 July 2020 <https://
opendocs.ids.ac.uk/articles/report/Key_Drivers_of_Modern_Slavery/26433019?file=48082759> [accessed 13 
October 2025]. 
58  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 12.
59  Hope for Justice, “Modern slavery in the United Kingdom”, 7; Alice Johnson, “Modern slavery: the ongoing 
struggle”, International Bar Association, 18 March 2025 < https://www.ibanet.org/Modern-slavery-the-
ongoing-slavery#:~:text=’An%20individual%20working%20for%20an,’> [accessed 13 October 2025].
60  Anti-Slavery, “Migration and trafficking”, undated <https://www.antislavery.org/what-we-do/migration-
and-trafficking/> [accessed 16 October 2025].
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Pull factors

	z Complex supply chains. Complex global supply chains involving 

multiple layers of subcontractors both make it difficult to guarantee 

the absence of modern slavery, and easier for rogue companies to 

conceal the role of MSHT in their chains of production.61 Indeed, 

according to the Ethical Trading Initiative, 71% of UK companies 

suspect modern slavery in their supply chains.62 Moreover, according 

to the charity Walk Free, the UK imports some US$26.1 billion 

(£19.79 billion) of “products at risk of modern slavery” each year.63

	z Demand for cheap goods and services. The race to satisfy 

consumers’ desire for cheaper goods can create incentives for 

companies to cut corners, such as failing to pay proper wages, in pursuit 

of profit and market share.64 Within the UK, demand for illegal drugs 

in particular has fuelled the trafficking of Vietnamese and Albanian 

nationals to become forced labourers on cannabis farms.65

	z Failure to enforce MSHT protections. A failure to enforce 

legislation protecting potential victims against exploitation creates 

incentives for would-be perpetrators, who are free to offend without 

fear of punishment.66

Primary sources and trends in modern slavery in the UK
Although not all the drivers of MSHT mentioned above exist in the UK, 

they are still relevant, because, as Chart 3.1 below shows, most known 

victims of MSHT in the UK are foreign nationals generally. 

61  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 12.
62  Quintin Lake et al, “Corporate Approaches to Addressing Modern Slavery”, Ashridge Centre for Business 
and Sustainability at Hult International Business School <https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/
shared_resources/corporate_approaches_to_addressing_modern_slavery.pdf>, 6 [accessed 17 July 2025].
63  Walk Free, “Modern Slavery in United Kingdom”.
64  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 12.
65  Richard Stead, “Crackdown on Albanian modern slavery cannabis gangs”, BBC, 21 October 2024 <https://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cjd5m3jdjd5o> [accessed 11 December 2025].
66  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 12.
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Chart 3.1. Ten most common source countries of NRM 
referrals, 2024
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Chart 3.1. Ten most common source countries of NRM referrals, 2024

Source: Home Office, “Annex: An analysis of NRM referrals and DtN reports for potential victims of modern 
slavery, 2023 to 2024”, 6 March 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-and-
dtn-statistics-end-of-year-summary-2024/annex-an-analysis-of-nrm-referrals-and-dtn-reports-for-potential-
victims-of-modern-slavery-2023-to-2024> [accessed 13 October 2025].

While British nationals were the largest single source of NRM 

referrals in 2024, the last full year for which figures are available, they 

made up less than a quarter of that year’s total of 19,125.67 Six other 

nations among the 10 most common sources of NRM referrals — 

Eritrea, Sudan, Iran, Somalia, Afghanistan and Syria — suffered from 

conflict or had had repressive regimes or both.68 Of the other nations, 

Albania remains one of the poorest in Europe and, as will be discussed 

below, has a culture of blood feuds. Although their economies have 

experienced rapid economic growth in recent years, Vietnam continues 

67  Home Office, “Annex: An analysis of NRM referrals and DtN reports for potential victims of modern 
slavery, 2023 to 2024”, 6 March 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-and-
dtn-statistics-end-of-year-summary-2024/annex-an-analysis-of-nrm-referrals-and-dtn-reports-for-potential-
victims-of-modern-slavery-2023-to-2024> [accessed 13 October 2025].
68  Walk Free, “Global findings”.
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to suffer from high poverty rates,69 and India is plagued by caste, gender 

and religious discrimination.70 

Moreover, the latest NRM data suggests that increasing numbers of 

MSHT victims in the UK have also been victims abroad.71 Indeed, the 

year ending December 2024 marked the first time since the NRM’s 

inception in 2009 that the proportion of potential victims reporting 

exploitation that took place overseas (44%) overtook the number 

of reporting exploitation that occurred solely in the UK (43%).72 It 

is therefore reasonable to assume that at least half of those who are 

referred to the NRM have previously been exploited overseas and have 

thus come to the UK via the asylum system. 

Recent years have seen growing numbers of potential MSHT victims 

being referred for the National Referral Mechanism (NRM), the official 

government assistance scheme for potential victims, as explained in 

greater detail in Chapter Four. As we can see from Chart 3.2 below, 

the number of NRM referrals has increased substantially since 2015. 

Whereas there were 3,263 total NRM referrals in 2015, that number 

increased to 5,135 in 2017, 10,604 in 2019 and 19,125 by 2024.73 

69  Anti-Slavery, “Vietnam: Trafficking to the UK”, undated <https://www.antislavery.org/what-we-do/past-
projects/trafficking-vietnam-to-uk/> [accessed 16 October 2025].
70  Walk Free, “Modern slavery in India”, undated <https://www.walkfree.org/global-slavery-index/country-
studies/india/> [accessed 16 October 2025]. 
71  Wilberforce Institute, “Home Office Report on the National Referral Mechanism 2025”, <https://www.
hull.ac.uk/research/institutes/wilberforce/home-office-report-on-the-national-referral-mechanism-2025> 
[accessed 17 July 2025].
72  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “2024 National Referral Mechanism 
Stats: Brief Analysis and Comment”, 6 March 2025 <https://www.modernslaverypec.org/latest/2024-
national-referral-mechanism-stats-brief-analysis-and-comment> [accessed 17 July 2025].
73  Home Office, “Modern slavery: NRM and DtN statistics, end of year summary 2024”, 6 March 
2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-and-dtn-statistics-end-of-year-
summary-2024> [accessed 23 October 2025].
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Chart 3.2. Total NRM referrals, 2015-24 
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Chart 3.2. Total NRM referrals, 2015-24

Source: Home Office, “Modern slavery: NRM and DtN statistics, end of year summary 2024”, 6 March 
2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-and-dtn-statistics-end-of-year-
summary-2024> [accessed 23 October 2025].

This is not just a case of more people pretending to be victims of 

MSHT. Indeed, there are an increasing number of confirmed victims, 

recognised through the NRM by receiving a ‘conclusive grounds 

decision’ — explained, again, in greater detail in Chapter Four. As we can 

see from Chart 3.3 below, the number of positive conclusive grounds 

decisions via the NRM has increased substantially over the past decade. 

It should be noted, however, as will be discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter Five, the number of positive ‘reasonable grounds decisions’ has 

declined since the introduction of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 

tightened eligibility criteria. But this is not yet reflected in the number 

of positive conclusive grounds decisions, due to the significant delays in 

the NRM process. 
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Chart 3.3. Total positive conclusive grounds decisions via the 
NRM, 2015-24 
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Chart 3.3. Total positive conclusive grounds decisions via the NRM, 
2015-24 

Source: Home Office, “Modern slavery: NRM and DtN statistics, end of year summary 2024”, 6 March 
2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-and-dtn-statistics-end-of-year-
summary-2024> [accessed 23 October 2025].

From just over 1,000 in 2015, the number of positive conclusive 

grounds decisions more than doubled to 2,258 in 2018. Although 

the rate of growth slowed during 2020 and 2021 — the years of the 

COVID-19 pandemic — the upward trend soon continued, with there 

being 6,143 positive conclusive grounds decisions in 2022, and almost 

10,000 in 2024.74 

There is, interestingly, other evidence which conflicts with this rise 

in victims of MSHT, indicated by this data on conclusive grounds 

decisions. According to the Walk Free Foundation’s Global Slavery Index, 

for example, the estimated number of MSHT victims in the UK fell 

74  Ibid.
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from 136,000 in 2018 to 122,000 in 2023.75

Comparing the 19,125 people who were referred to the NRM in 2024 

with the almost 10,000 who received a positive conclusive grounds 

decision, this shows that over half were definitely victims of MSHT. But 

it does lead to uncertainty about the remaining half. 

These could be egregious claims, such as last-ditch attempts in 

detention to avoid removal, as the government recently claimed,76 or 

— as Chapter Five indicates — that the first responder organisation 

referring them into NRM did so with insufficient or inconsistent 

evidence. The evidence is ambiguous here, but it would not be wrong-

headed to presume that some of it may be driven by greater awareness 

and abuse among asylum seekers and the charities supporting them 

of the protections that the NRM system provides. 77 However, as this 

report will reveal, this seems to be a minor driver at best; not least 

because asylum seekers cannot self-refer themselves into the NRM and 

in almost all circumstances it does not provide a route to settlement.

The rise in MSHT cases through the NRM may be explained, in 

some instances, by government policies making the problem worse.  

For example, there is evidence to suggest that the post-Brexit 

introduction of the Skilled Health & Care Worker visa route by the 

Johnson Government (2019-22), whose annual salary threshold was 

just £20,960, was abused by unscrupulous providers who exploited 

their poorly-paid staff.78 Thus, in 2023, the human rights charity 

Unseen claimed it had identified 918 MSHT victims working in the 

care sector.79 This represented a 30% increase on the 708 potential 

75  Walk Free, “More than 136,000 people are living in modern slavery in the United Kingdom”, 18 July 2018 
<https://www.walkfree.org/news/2018/more-than-136000-people-are-living-in-modern-slavery-in-the-united-
kingdom/> [accessed 11 December 2025]; Walk Free, “Modern Slavery in United Kingdom”.
76  Home Office, “Restoring order and control”, 26.
77  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
78  Inga Thiemann, “UK agriculture and care visas: worker exploitation and obstacles to redress”, Modern 
Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, March 2024 <https://www.modernslaverypec.
org/resources/uk-agriculture-care-visas-vulnerability-exploitation> [accessed 24 October 2024]; Shanti 
Das, “Flawed UK visa scheme led to ‘horrific’ care worker abuse, says watchdog”, Guardian, 16 March 2025 
<http://theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/16/flawed-uk-visa-scheme-led-to-horrific-care-worker-abuse-says-
watchdog> [accessed 24 October 2025].
79  Das, “Flawed UK visa scheme”.
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victims identified in 2022, which itself represented a 1,024% increase 

on the numbers identified in 2021.80 Similarly, the UK government’s 

Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority, which investigates labour 

exploitation, reported that, in the first quarter of 2024, almost a third 

of reports submitted to it concerned the adult social care sector.81 This 

visa pathway, however, was abolished by the Labour Government in May 

2025.82 Unfortunately, though, as the Home Office notes, the “hidden 

nature of modern slavery” makes it difficult to understand the main 

reasons for the growing number of NRM referrals.83

Having identified the drivers of and trends in MSHT in the UK, in 

the next chapter this report will consider measures taken in the UK 

to prevent MSHT at source — and also then identify and support — 

victims of MSHT through the asylum system.

80  Unseen, “Modern slavery in the care sector – problems and solutions”, 13 July 2023 <https://www.
unseenuk.org/modern-slavery-in-the-care-sector-problems-and-solutions/> [accessed 25 November 2025].
81  Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority, “Exploitation is on the rise in the care sector”, 18 October 
2024 <https://www.gla.gov.uk/whats-new/press-release-archive/181024-exploitation-is-on-the-rise-in-the-care-
sector> [accessed 26 November 2025].
82  Home Office, “Overseas recruitment for care workers to end”, 11 May 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/overseas-recruitment-for-care-workers-to-end> [accessed 24 October 2025]
83  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
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Chapter Four: 
Preventing, identifying and 
supporting victims of MSHT  
in the UK asylum system

The last chapter unearthed the primary drivers of and trends in MSHT 

in the UK. This chapter outlines how the UK seeks to prevent, identify 

and support asylum seekers who are victims of MSHT.

Preventing MSHT at source
There are two principal means by which the UK attempts to prevent 

MSHT through the asylum system at source: reporting requirements 

and bilateral cooperation agreements with source countries. 

Addressing modern slavery in supply chains
Modern slavery in supply chains means instances where victims of 

MSHT are used in the production of goods and services consumed in the 

UK.84 Section 54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 requires organisations 

with an annual turnover of over £36 million to prepare and publish a 

slavery and human trafficking statement each year.85 This statement, 

Section 54 suggests, should outline the steps taken by an organisation 

to ensure that MSHT is not occurring within its business and supply 

chains, wherever in the world it operates.86 In some cases, as a 2025 

Coalition for Global Prosperity report notes, organisations below the 

84  Anti-Slavery International, “Slavery in supply chains”, undated <https://www.antislavery.org/slavery-
today/slavery-in-global-supply-chains/> [accessed 30 October 2025]. 
85  Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 54 <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/30/section/54> 
[accessed 17 October 2025]. 
86  Ibid. 
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£36 million threshold voluntarily attempt to comply with Section 54, 

“to demonstrate their commitment to responsible practices”.87 Overall, 

however, as Chapter Five explains, these have so far proven ineffective. 

Bilateral cooperation agreements with source countries
There are two aspects to bilateral cooperation with source countries: 

targeted investments in prevention and victim support initiatives, and 

returns agreements.88

One example of targeted investments to prevent MSHT at source is 

the UK’s joint action plan with Vietnam.89 Financed through the UK 

government’s Modern Slavery Fund, which supports anti-trafficking 

programs globally,90 it built on the £7 million already invested in 

Vietnam since 2018. Through this funding, the Home Office reports to 

have “identified 720 victims of trafficking and migrants in vulnerable 

situations, reached over seven million people with awareness 

campaigns and educated 1,936 aspiring migrants to the risks of 

human trafficking”.91

Arguably, the most prominent example of a successful returns 

agreement with a source country is that negotiated with Albania under 

the most recent Conservative Government. From just 800 in 2021, 

the number of Albanian nationals applying for asylum in the UK 

increased to over 17,000 in 2022, over 12,500 of whom arrived by small 

boat.92 Reflecting the overlap between MSHT and the asylum system, 

the number of Albanians referred to the NRM increased from 2,511 

87  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 32.
88  Home Office, “Human Trafficking: The Government’s Strategy”, 19 July 2011 <https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/media/5a79034240f0b679c0a07d88/human-trafficking-strategy.pdf> [accessed 18 July 2025].
89  Home Office, “UK and Vietnam Sign Agreement to Tackle Human Trafficking”, 1 April 2025 <https://www.
gov.uk/government/news/uk-and-vietnam-sign-agreement-to-tackle-human-trafficking> [accessed 18 July 2025].
90  Home Office, “Modern Slavery Fund”, 9 July 2025 <https://devtracker.fcdo.gov.uk/programme/GB-
GOV-6-01/summary> [accessed 2 October 2025]. 
91  Ibid.
92  Peter William Walsh and Kotaro Oriishi “Albanian Asylum Seekers in the UK and EU: A Look at 
Recent Data”, Migration Observatory, 26 February 2024 <https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/
commentaries/albanian-asylum-seekers-in-the-uk-and-eu-a-look-at-recent-data/> [accessed 18 July 2025].
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in 202193 to 4,613 in 2022.94 This overlap led the then-Conservative 

Government to accuse irregular arrivals from Albania of abusing the 

UK’s MSHT NRM system.95

This rapid increase in irregular arrivals from Albania prompted 

the UK government to seek bilateral cooperation with Albania on the 

issue of MSHT, including a Joint Communiqué in 2022 to accelerate 

the removal of unsuccessful asylum claimants and foreign national 

offenders.96 As a result of the agreement, almost a quarter of all Albanian 

nationals who arrived in the UK by small boat between 2018 and 2024 

have been removed from the UK.97 Most importantly from an MSHT 

perspective, as part of the agreement, Albania was officially designated 

a ‘safe country’ under section 94 of the Nationality, Immigration and 

Asylum Act 2022.98 This designation meant that asylum claims from 

Albania are presumed to be “clearly unfounded,” significantly reducing 

their chances of successful asylum claims.99

These measures significantly reduced both asylum and modern 

slavery claims from Albania. Between 2022 and 2023, Albanian asylum 

applications fell almost 80% to just over 4,500.100 Similarly, between 

2023 and 2024, the number of Albanian NRM referrals also decreased 

sharply, falling by almost 40% from just over 4,000 to just under 2,500.101 

93  Home Office, “Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify statistics UK, end of 
year summary, 2021”, 3 March 2022 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-national-
referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2021/modern-slavery-national-
referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2021> [accessed 24 October 2025].
94  Home Office, “Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify statistics UK, end of 
year summary 2022”, 2 March 2023 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-national-
referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2022/modern-slavery-national-
referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2022> [accessed 24 October 2025].
95  10 Downing Street, “PM statement on illegal migration: 13 December 2022”, 31 December 2022 <https://www.
gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-on-illegal-migration-13-december-2022> [accessed 24 October 2025].
96  10 Downing Street, “UK–Albania Joint Communiqué: Enhancing Bilateral Cooperation in Areas of 
Common Interest”, 13 December 2022 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-albania-joint-
communique-enhancing-bilateral-cooperation-in-areas-of-common-interest> [accessed 18 July 2025].
97  Walsh and Upreti, “Albanian asylum seekers”.
98  10 Downing Street, “UK–Albania Joint Communiqué”.
99  Mark Symes and Emma Fitzsimons, “Immigration Blog: Albania: is it really a “safe country” for the 
purposes of certification?” <https://gardencourtchambers.co.uk/immigration-blog-albania-is-it-really-a-safe-
country-for-the-purposes-of-certification/> (2024); Section 94, Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002, 
<https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2002/41/section/94> [accessed 30 October 2025]. 
100  Helen Bamber Foundation, “Dismissing Risk: The impact on trafficking survivors of labelling countries 
of origin as ‘safe’”, <https://www.helenbamber.org/sites/default/files/2025-04/Dismissing%20Risk_April%20
2025.pdf> (2025), 13.
101  Walsh and Upreti, “Albanian asylum seekers”.



Preventing, identifying and supporting victims

49

Although these figures suggest that the combination of removals 

and Albania’s designation as a safe country is deterring Albanian 

nationals from seeking support in the UK, this may leave some genuine 

victims of trafficking without access to the NRM. These concerns have 

led human rights charity the Helen Bamber Foundation to warn that 

forced returns may heighten risks of re-trafficking and destitution.102 

Indeed, many Albanian potential victims experience criminal, labour 

and sexual exploitation within Albania due to factors such as poverty 

and social stigma, including issues linked to blood feuds under ‘Kanun 

law’ — a set of Albanian traditional customary laws — leaving many 

vulnerable to trafficking and re-trafficking.103 

Identifying victims of MSHT
We now focus on the journey an asylum seeker undertakes to seek 

MSHT protections and support in the UK. 

UK law requires that asylum seekers be physically present in the 

country to make an asylum claim. There are a few safe, regular routes, but 

they are restricted by nationality and number. For example, between 2022 

and 2025, the Afghan Citizens Resettlement Scheme was aimed at those 

who “assisted the UK efforts in Afghanistan” as well as other vulnerable 

groups within that country, such as women or LGBT+ people.104 

This general lack of a safe offshore route means that most people 

seeking asylum enter the UK illegally and without authorisation, often 

using irregular means such as small boats, lorries, or false documents.105 

102  Helen Bamber Foundation, “Dismissing Risk”, 10-12.
103  Under the Kanun, women are often viewed as inferior and subject to practices like forced marriage and 
honour-related abuse, limiting their access to education, employment, and social participation. Furthermore, 
Individuals from families involved in feuds may face ostracism, threats, or even targeted killings, forcing 
them to flee their communities. See: William Shankley, Maria Ramanov and Yasmeen Jaber, “Exploring 
the Significance of the Kanun in Young Albanian People’s Asylum Journeys in the UK”, University of 
Nottingham, 2024 <https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/sociology/documents/news-events/exploring-the-
significance-of-the-kanun.pdf> [accessed 18 July 2025].
104  UK Visas and Immigration, “Afghan citizens resettlement scheme”, 1 July 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/
guidance/afghan-citizens-resettlement-scheme> [accessed 30 October 2025].
105  Home Office, “Understanding asylum seeker and asylum-route refugee vulnerabilities, needs, and 
support (2022)”, 22 May 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/understanding-asylum-
seeker-and-refugee-vulnerabilities-and-needs-2022/understanding-asylum-seeker-and-asylum-route-refugee-
vulnerabilities-needs-and-support-2022> [accessed 30 October 2025].
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As most small boat arrivals claim asylum, they continue to comprise 

a substantial proportion of all MSHT victim referrals to the NRM.106 

Irregular migrants are initially screened through an asylum 

screening interview — the first step for anyone claiming asylum.107 

Those arriving via small boats are usually taken directly to an intake 

or screening unit upon arrival. However, irregular migrants already 

in the country who wish to claim asylum from within the UK must 

make an appointment to visit the Home Office’s Asylum Intake Unit 

(AIU) to register their asylum claim formally.108 It is crucial to note 

that this period before entering the asylum system carries a high risk 

of exploitation, as victims may find themselves destitute and without 

access to the necessary information or support to shield them from 

perpetrators.109

The initial screening process and interview for asylum claims are 

vital to MSHT victim identification. Screening is designed to identify 

health concerns, disabilities and indicators of trafficking.110 From this 

screening, staff may refer a claimant for specialist support, including 

via the NRM, as shown in Figure 4.1 below. The asylum screening 

process thus serves a dual function: it registers asylum claims, but also 

is a critical point for identifying potential victims of MSHT among 

irregular migrants.111

106  Home Office, “Annex: Analysis of Modern Slavery NRM Referrals from Asylum, Small Boats and 
Detention Cohorts”, 11 July 2024 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-national-
referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-january-to-march-2023/annex-analysis-of-modern-slavery-
nrm-referrals-from-asylum-small-boats-and-detention-cohorts#how-many-people-entering-the-nrm-and-
subject-to-immigration-controls-claim-asylum-and-arrive-on-a-small-boat> [accessed 18 July 2025].
107  Right to Remain, “Toolkit: Screening”, 8 January 2024 <https://righttoremain.org.uk/toolkit/screening/> 
[accessed 18 July 2025]; HM Government, “Claim asylum in the UK”, undated <https://www.gov.uk/claim-
asylum/screening> [accessed 18 July 2025].
108  Nath Gbikpi, “How to Claim Asylum in the UK”, Free Movement, 11 March 2025 <https://freemovement.
org.uk/how-to-claim-asylum-in-the-uk/#Lodging_the_claim> [accessed 18 July 2025].
109  UNHCR and British Red Cross, “At Risk of Exploitation and the UK Asylum System: A participatory 
assessment”, August 2022 <https://www.unhcr.org/uk/sites/uk/files/2024-07/at_risk_-_exploitation_and_the_
uk_asylum_system_-_a_report_by_unhcr_and_the_british_red_cross.pdf> [accessed 17 July 2025], 9.
110  Home Office, “Asylum screening and routing: Guidance for staff”, 23 July 2024 <https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/media/66a0e95e49b9c0597fdb03dd/Screening+and+routing.pdf> [accessed 18 July 2025].
111  UNHCR, “Asylum Screening in the UK: An audit of the UK’s asylum intake, registration and screening 
procedures and recommendations for change”, May 2023 <https://www.unhcr.org/uk/sites/uk/files/2023-06/
asylum_screening_in_the_uk.pdf> [accessed 18 July 2025].
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Figure 4.1. The UK asylum screening process 
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Source: Home Office, “Streamlined asylum processing (accessible)”, 2 May 2024 <https://www.
gov.uk/government/publications/streamlined-asylum-processing/streamlined-asylum-processing-
accessible#screening-process> [accessed 12 December 2025].

Not all victims of MSHT will be identified via the initial asylum 

screening process. Victims are sometimes identified later in the asylum 

process, as indicators emerge through contact with police, healthcare, 

NGOs, or local authorities.112 Indeed, as Chapter Five explains, some 

MSHT victims may hide or not disclose their experiences during the 

initial asylum screening due to fear, trauma, distrust of officials or lack 

of understanding about the support available.113

Increasing numbers of potential victims of MSHT have been 

identified and referred to the NRM much later in the asylum process 

– during immigration detention. Although the Home Office has the 

112  Home Office, “National referral mechanism guidance: adult (England and Wales)”, 30 September 2025 
<https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/human-trafficking-victims-referral-and-assessment-forms/
guidance-on-the-national-referral-mechanism-for-potential-adult-victims-of-modern-slavery-england-and-
wales> [accessed 30 October 2025].
113  UNHCR and British Red Cross, “At Risk”, 8, 17.



52

Properly protected

power to place migrants in detention at any stage in the immigration  

process, it typically occurs at the end of the asylum process, where a 

failed asylum seeker is detained pending removal.114 Reasons that 

potential victims may find themselves in detention include: a pending 

decision on their right to enter or remain in the UK (including while 

their asylum claim is being processed); they are awaiting removal after 

their claim has been refused; they have overstayed their visa or breached 

the conditions of their stay; or, if they are considered to pose a risk to 

public safety (such as foreign national offenders).115

As Chart 4.1 below shows, the proportion of detained small boats 

arrivals while awaiting return who were subsequently referred to the 

NRM rose sharply from just 6% in 2019 to 53% in 2020, peaking at 

73% in 2021 before settling at 65% for detentions ending between 

January and September 2022.116 

114  Melanie Griffiths and Peter William Walsh, “Immigration detention in the UK”, Migration Observatory, 
12 December 2024 <https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/immigration-detention-in-the-
uk/> [accessed 2 October 2025].
115  Ibid.
116  Home Office, “Modern slavery referrals for people detained for return after arriving in the UK on small 
boats’, 7 March 2023 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-referrals-for-people-
detained-for-return-after-arriving-in-the-uk-on-small-boats/modern-slavery-referrals-for-people-detained-for-
return-after-arriving-in-the-uk-on-small-boats> [accessed 18 July 2025].
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Chart 4.1. Proportion of people who were referred to the NRM 
after being detained for return following arrival on a small 
boat, by year. 
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Chart 4.2. Proportion of people who were referred to the NRM after 
being detained for return following arrival on a small boat, by year. 

Source: Home Office, “Modern slavery referrals for people detained for return after arriving in the UK 
on small boats”, 7 March 2023 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/modern-slavery-referrals-
for-people-detained-for-return-after-arriving-in-the-uk-on-small-boats/modern-slavery-referrals-for-people-
detained-for-return-after-arriving-in-the-uk-on-small-boats> [accessed 12 December 2025].

Importantly, Home Office data shows that the vast majority of 

referrals from detention before the introduction of the Nationality and 

Borders Act 2022, as explicated in Chapter Five later, resulted in positive 

reasonable grounds decisions in the NRM, explained below. Between 

January and September 2022, for example, 92% of NRM referrals from 

detention received a positive reasonable grounds decision, with “almost 

everyone referred to the NRM subsequently released from detention 

(99.5%).117 Nonetheless, the current Labour Government believes there 

is some abuse of MSHT protections by those asylum seekers in detention 

awaiting removal, as a final attempt to stay in the UK longer.118 However, 

117  Ibid.
118  Home Office, “Restoring Order and Control”, 26.
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the high level of positive reasonable grounds decisions from referrals 

from detention suggests this is not happening on a large scale, unless 

the decision-making process is flawed. As a 2025 Coalition for Global 

Prosperity report on MSHT noted, “While the potential for exploitation 

of the NRM remains a concern, there is limited concrete evidence to 

support widespread misuse”.119

The NRM process
The NRM remains the primary system for identifying and supporting 

potential victims of MSHT.120 Predating the Modern Slavery Act 2015, 

the UK government initially created the NRM in 2009 to comply with 

articles 10 and 12 of the Council of Europe Convention on Action 

against Trafficking in Human Beings, which requires signatories to 

identify and provide support for victims of trafficking.121 In 2015, the 

Modern Slavery Act expanded the scope of the NRM to include all 

victims of MSHT, not just those who were victims of trafficking.122

Crucially, individuals cannot refer themselves to the NRM. Instead, only 

‘first responder’ organisations can make the referral. ‘First responders’ 

are designated to identify potential victims of MSHT and refer them to 

the NRM for assessment and support. There are two main categories 

of first responders: statutory first responders and non-statutory first 

responders. Although the NRM itself is a UK-wide framework, there are 

separate lists of first responders for Scotland and Northern Ireland.123 

Statutory first responders are public authorities, such as Border 

119  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 25.
120  Alicia Heys et al., “A review of modern slavery in Britain: understanding the unique experience of 
British victims and why it matters”, Journal of Victimology and Victim Justice, 5.1 (2022), 54-70, 57.
121  Council of Europe, “Council of Europe Convention on action against trafficking in human beings”, 16 
May 2005 <https://rm.coe.int/168008371d> [accessed 30 October 2025]; ‘The National Referral Mechanism 
over time’, Focus on Labour Exploitation, undated <https://labourexploitation.org/latest-updates/nrm-
timeline/> [accessed 18 July 2025].
122  Tudor, “Modern Slavery Act 2015”.
123  Home Office, ‘National Referral Mechanism Guidance: Adult—Northern Ireland and Scotland’, 
20 October 2024 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/human-trafficking-victims-referral-
and-assessment-forms/national-referral-mechanism-guidance-adult-northern-ireland-and-scotland 
[accessed 18 July 2025]; Home Office, “Interim Review of the National Referral Mechanism 
for Victims of Human Trafficking”, 2 October 2014 <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/5a7dde40ed915d2acb6ee9eb/Interim_review_of_the_NRM_for_victims_of_human_trafficking.pdf> 
[accessed 18 July 2025].
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Force, police forces and local authorities, which are legally obligated to 

offer referral into the NRM when they identify someone as a potential 

victim of MSHT. This includes Border Force officials who do the initial 

screening process for asylum claims. Conversely, non-statutory first 

responders, such as NGOs, are not legally mandated to do so.124 

As Chart 4.2 below shows, in 2024, central government agencies were 

responsible for the majority of referrals (10,137, or 36% of the total),125 

followed by local authorities (4,206, or 15% the total). Referrals from 

NGOs and third-sector organisations were the least common source of 

referrals, sending just 950 (3% of the total). 

Chart 4.2. NRM referrals by first responder type
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Source: Home Office, “Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify Statistics UK, End 
of Year Summary 2024”, 6 March 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-
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notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2024> [accessed 21 July 2025].

124  Home Office, “National referral mechanism guidance”.
125  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
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If a suspected adult victim declines NRM referral, first responders 

must still notify the Home Office under the ‘Duty to Notify’ obligation.126 

However, if the potential victim is under 18, or may be under 18, an 

NRM referral must be made, as child victims do not have to consent to 

be referred into the NRM and must be safeguarded.127

A potential MSHT victim can be referred to one of two competent 

authorities, both of which are parts of the Home Office: the Single 

Competent Authority (SCA) or the Immigration Enforcement 

Competent Authority (IECA). The IECA was created in 2021 to handle 

NRM referrals involving foreign nationals convicted of a criminal 

offence or those held in an immigration removal centre. The SCA deals 

with all other cases referred to the NRM.128 The majority of referrals 

are typically handled by the SCA — in 2024, 14,790 referrals (77% of 

the total) were sent to the SCA compared to 4,335 referrals (23% of the 

total) sent to the IECA.129 

The role of SCA and IECA is to assess whether there are reasonable 

grounds to believe the individual may indeed be a victim of MSHT. 

For all cases, the NRM consists of two key decision-making stages: the 

reasonable grounds decision and the conclusive grounds decision, as 

shown in Figure 4.2 below.

126  Home Office, “National referral mechanism guidance”.
127  Ibid. 
128  Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, “An inspection of the Immigration
Enforcement Competent Authority: January – June 2024”, 11 December 2024 <https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/media/67586ee0f8e28262d63bfa7d/An_inspection_of_the_Immigration_Enforcement_
Competent_Authority__January___June_2024_.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025], 5-6.
129  Sophie Blanchard, “Home Office report on the national referral mechanism 2025”, Wilberforce Institute 
Blog, 14 March 2025 <https://web.archive.org/web/20250401180452/https://www.hull.ac.uk/research/
institutes/wilberforce/home-office-report-on-the-national-referral-mechanism-2025> [accessed 18 July 2025].
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Figure 4.2. Victim Identification Flowchart

Case Closed

If yes, NRM referral sent

If no, DtN report sent 

Case ClosedNegative

Case ClosedDisqualify

Case ClosedNegative

Individual recognised
as a victim

Positive

Positive

Do not
disqualify

Positive

Potential victim 
encountered

by first responder

Does 
potential victim 
consent to enter 

the NRM?

Reasonable 
grounds
decision

Conclusive 
grounds
decision

If applicable:
Disqualification 

decision

Chart 4.4. Victim Identification Flowchart

Source: Home Office, “Modern Slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify Statistics UK, End 
of Year Summary 2024”, 6 March 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-
and-dtn-statistics-end-of-year-summary-2024/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-
notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2024> [accessed 21 July 2025].

The target timeframe for a reasonable grounds decision is five working 

days from referral, although in practice, this often takes longer. The 

median time taken from referral via the NRM to a reasonable grounds 

decision made across the competent authorities in 2024 was nine days, 

down from 23 days the previous year.130 There is also some variation 

depending on the competent authority assessing the claim — decisions 

made by the SCA, for example, took on average 13 days in 2024, while 

the IECA averaged five days.131 While waiting for a reasonable grounds 

decision via the NRM, such asylum seekers are typically housed in 

Home Office asylum accommodation, which can include hotels, former 

130  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
131  Ibid.
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defence sites, and shared rooms in houses of multiple occupancy across 

the UK.132 

If the reasonable grounds decision is positive, the victim enters a 

30-day Recovery and Reflection Period through the national Modern 

Slavery Victim Care Contract (MSVCC).133 During the recovery period, 

the competent authority gathers evidence to determine conclusively 

whether the individual is a victim. As Chapter Five discusses, there is no 

statutory timeframe for this decision.134 Support continues until this 

decision is finalised. 

If a victim receives a positive conclusive grounds decision, they are 

entitled to at least a further 45 days of additional support under the 

MSVCC before exiting the NRM, as will be discussed below. As such, 

the MSVCC is a “limited, short-term” support mechanism rather than a 

path to longer-term support for MSHT victims.135

If the decision is negative, they have nine days to leave the system. 

If a potential victim of MSHT receives a negative decision at either 

the reasonable grounds or conclusive grounds stages of the NRM, they 

can request that the decision be reconsidered. Notably, the majority 

of cases that are reconsidered result in a positive outcome: in 2024, 

approximately 70% of reconsidered cases were overturned to positive 

decisions. However, very few victims actually request reconsideration: 

only 8% do so at the reasonable grounds stage and 4% do so at the 

conclusive grounds stage.136 If an applicant does request reconsideration, 

they must do so within 30 calendar days from the date of the negative 

132  UK Visas and Immigration, “Allocation of asylum accommodation policy (accessible)”, 5 June 2025 
<https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/asylum-accommodation-requests-policy/allocation-of-asylum-
accommodation-policy-accessible> [accessed 5 June 2025]; Melanie Gower and Georgina Sturge, “Modern 
slavery cases in the immigration system”, House of Commons Library, 8 March 2023, <https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/asylum-accommodation-requests-policy/allocation-of-asylum-accommodation-
policy-accessible> 14 [accessed 8 March 2023]; Ian Jones, “How and where are asylum seekers given 
accommodation in the UK?”, Standard, 28 October 2025 <https://www.standard.co.uk/news/politics/people-
home-office-government-hotels-inverness-b1255234.html> [accessed 4 December 2025]. 
133  House of Commons, “Illegal Migration Bill: Explanatory”, 7 March 2023 <https://publications.
parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-03/0262/en/220262en.pdf> [accessed 21 July 2025], 22.
134  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
135  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 39.
136  Ibid.
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decision.137 Until they have received a positive conclusive grounds 

decision, MSHT victims cannot work.138

Upon being formally recognised as a victim of MSHT, asylum 

seekers may be considered for temporary residence, although, as will be 

discussed in Chapter Five, this is by no means automatic.139 Until 2022, 

they would have been considered for Discretionary Leave to Remain 

(DLR). Since the introduction of section 65 of the Nationality and 

Borders Act 2022, DLR has been replaced with Temporary Permission 

to Stay for Victims of Human Trafficking or Slavery (VTS).140

As will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five, VTS does not 

offer a path to settlement in the UK. Moreover, rather than being 

granted automatically to confirmed MSHT victims, VTS is only granted 

if certain eligibility and suitability requirements are met. These include 

the necessity to remain in the UK for recovery or to cooperate with law 

enforcement, for which victims are typically given up to 30 months to 

remain in the UK, or to pursue compensation, for which victims are 

typically given up to 12 months to remain in the UK.141 

Further, confirmed victims of trafficking who have an outstanding 

asylum claim which is trafficking-related must also be considered for 

leave to remain in the UK because their stay in the UK is necessary to 

pursue that asylum claim.142 

137  Emily Vaughn, Maya Esslemont and Eleonora Fais, Modern Slavery, “Reconsiderations fact 
sheet”, Anti‑Slavery International, March 2025 <https://www.antislavery.org/reports/modern-slavery-
reconsiderations-fact-sheet/> [accessed 21 July 2025].
138  British Red Cross, “After the national referral mechanism: what next for survivors of trafficking?”, June 
2019 <https://www.redcross.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do/we-speak-up-for-change/human-trafficking-and-
slavery/after-the-national-referral-mechanism-report> [accessed 04 November 2025], 5.
139  Right to Remain, “The right to remain toolkit: A guide to the UK immigration and asylum system”, 26 
February 2025 <https://righttoremain.org.uk/toolkit/modern-slavery-and-human-trafficking/#differences> 
[accessed 20 October 2025].
140  UK Parliament, “Illegal Migration Act 2023: Commentary on provisions of the Act”, 2023 <https://www.
legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/37/notes/division/6/index.htm> [accessed 21 July 2025].
141  Home Office, “Temporary permission to stay: considerations for victims of human trafficking or 
slavery (accessible)”, 11 August 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/temporary-permission-
to-stay-for-victims-of-human-trafficking-and-slavery-caseworker-guidance/temporary-permission-to-stay-
considerations-for-victims-of-human-trafficking-or-slavery-accessible#period-of-stay-and-conditions> [accessed 
18 October 2025]. 
142  Home Office, “Discretionary Leave”, 30 May 2024 <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/66559de10c8f88e868d3327b/Discretionary%2Bleave.pdf> [accessed 21 July 2025], 11; R (on the 
application of VLT (Vietnam)) v Secretary of State for the Home Department [2024] UKUT 00067 (IAC), 
Upper Tribunal, Immigration and Asylum Chamber, <https://tribunalsdecisions.service.gov.uk/utiac/2024-
ukut-00067> [accessed 21 July 2025].
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While they hold permission to remain in the UK under the VTS 

scheme, MSHT victims have the right to work, access to public funds, 

and enter higher education.143 Once their VTS permission has come to 

an end, however, victims must either switch to another visa, such as a 

skilled worker visa, or leave the UK. 

It should be stressed that, while some asylum seekers also have 

ongoing MSHT claims, the VTS and asylum processes are completely 

separate and the outcomes are more favourable if an MSHT victim’s 

asylum claim is accepted.144 In that case, victims are granted refugee 

status and may apply for Indefinite Leave to Remain (ILR) after five 

years.145

It is worth highlighting, therefore, that being a confirmed victim 

of MSHT cannot — in almost all cases — of itself lead to a path to 

settlement in the UK. Only a successful asylum claim can do that. Again, 

this shows the limit to the notion that use of the NRM is being abused 

by asylum seekers; they can only ever achieve a relatively temporary 

time in the UK from it. At best, as the current Home Secretary Shabana 

Mahmood MP implied, it can be used as a last-ditch attempt to prevent 

temporary removal from the UK, although since most referrals to the 

NRM from detention have a successful reasonable grounds decision 

there is doubt about the scale of even this, unless the decision-making 

process is flawed in some way.146 

Supporting victims of MSHT
Support for adult victims of MSHT is primarily provided through the 

Modern Slavery Victim Care Contract (MSVCC). It operates primarily 

in England and Wales and is managed by the Home Office, with 

The Salvation Army serving as the prime contractor responsible for 

delivering services. Reflecting the separate legislation underpinning 

143  Home Office, “Temporary permission to stay”.
144  Right to Remain, “Right to remain toolkit”.
145  Ibid.
146  Home Office, “Restoring Order and Control”, 26.
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their MSHT regimes, as indicated in Chapter One, the main provider of 

MSHT victim support in Scotland and Northern Ireland is the charity 

Migrant Help.147

As mentioned, victims who receive a positive reasonable grounds 

decision are entitled to MSVCC support during the initial 30-day 

Recovery and Reflection Period. Those with a positive conclusive 

grounds decision can continue receiving MSVCC support for up to 45 

days after the decision to aid their transition to independence.148 

The MSVCC’s needs-based assessment determines the type and level 

of support each victims receives. Additional support may be provided 

through the ‘Reach-In Support Service’ for victims who have moved 

on but still require help with recovery, such as with counselling or 

employment. The types of support offered under the MSVCC include: 

the provision of safe accommodation, financial assistance, translation 

services, healthcare support, counselling, legal advice for immigration 

matters, education of school-age children, and the repatriation of those 

who wish to return to their home countries.149 

Individuals who receive negative reasonable or conclusive grounds 

decisions are generally not eligible for MSVCC support unless they 

request reconsideration. MSVCC is provided regardless of immigration 

status. However, individuals receiving asylum support, for example 

accommodation from the Home Office, may not qualify for MSVCC 

support unless there is a risk of destitution.150

For children, who constituted 31% of all NRM referrals in the 

2024 calendar year,151 the NRM does not replace existing child 

protection procedures. Safeguarding measures, such as involvement 

147  College of Policing, “List of anti-slavery charities and non-governmental organisations”, 18 September 
2023 <https://www.college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/modern-slavery/list-anti-
slavery-charities-and-non-governmental-organisations> [accessed 19 October 2025].
148  ‘ NRPF Network, “Who can get support: Support for survivors of modern slavery”, 26 June 2025 <https://
www.nrpfnetwork.org.uk/information-and-resources/rights-and-entitlements/support-options-for-people-
with-nrpf/support-for-survivors-of-modern-slavery> [accessed 21 July 2025].
149  Salvation Army, “New 2021 Victim Care Contract”, undated <https://www.salvationarmy.org.uk/modern-
slavery/new-victim-care-contract> [accessed 19 October 2025]; Harding and Zoe Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 
6. 
150  Heys et al., ‘Review of Modern Slavery in Britain”, 58.
151  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
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of local authority Children’s Services and strategy discussions with 

police, continue alongside the NRM process. Children referred to 

the NRM may also be assigned an Independent Child Trafficking  

Guardian (ICTG) in certain areas of England and Wales.152 ICTGs 

provide additional advocacy and support, especially for children without 

parental support or those at risk of re-exploitation.153 

Unfortunately, a lack of follow-up data makes it difficult to assess 

the overall effectiveness of MSVCC. However, a 2023 review by the Care 

Quality Commission found that “overall”, the MSVCC was “providing a 

good service” with “a caring, compassionate and dedicated workforce” 

and that “[p]roviders worked effectively with partners to ensure positive 

outcomes for survivors”.154 However, the Care Quality Commission 

review also found that some safehouse facilities were not sufficiently 

maintained, and that better risk and needs assessments were needed 

for children of MSHT victims.155

Having identified how the UK seeks to prevent, identify and support 

potential MSHT victims through the asylum system, in the next chapter 

this report will consider the leading problems with identifying and 

supporting possible MSHT victims in the UK asylum system.

152  London safeguarding children Partnership, “Safeguarding Trafficked and Exploited Children”, <https://
www.londonsafeguardingchildrenprocedures.co.uk/sg_trafficked_ch.html> [accessed 21 July 2025].
153  ‘Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 48.
154  Care Quality Commission, “Services for survivors of human trafficking and modern slavery”, 19 May 
2025 <https://www.cqc.org.uk/publications/services-survivors-human-trafficking-and-modern-slavery> 
[accessed 19 October 2025].
155  Ibid. 
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Chapter Five: 
Leading problems to identifying and 
supporting victims of modern slavery 
within the UK asylum system

Having outlined the UK’s preventative identification and support processes 

for asylum seekers who are potential victims of MSHT in the last chapter, 

this chapter will outline the leading problems to both identifying and 

supporting victims of MSHT within the UK asylum system. 

The first part of the chapter will explore the leading problems with 

identifying potential victims of MSHT in the asylum system. These are: 

corporate failure to adequately address modern slavery in supply chains; 

non-consent or non-disclosure by potential victims; poor referrals 

into the NRM; capacity constraints of first responder organisations; 

difficulties identifying MSHT victims within the asylum screening 

process; difficulties identifying modern slavery victims in immigration 

detention; and lack of inter-agency co-operation.

The second part of the chapter will explore the leading problems with 

supporting potential victims of MSHT in the asylum system. These are: 

delays in conclusive grounds decisions; ‘cliff-edges’ after exiting the 

NRM; and the impact of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022. 

Leading problems identifying victims of modern 
slavery in the asylum system

Corporate failure to adequately address modern slavery in 
supply chains
As explained in Chapter Three, modern slavery in supply chains means 
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instances where victims of MSHT are used in the production of goods 

and services consumed in the UK.156 Section 54 of the Modern Slavery 

Act 2015 requires organisations with an annual turnover of over 

£36 million to prepare and publish a slavery and human trafficking 

statement each year.157 This statement, Section 54 suggests, should 

outline the steps taken by an organisation to ensure that MSHT is not 

occurring within its business and supply chains, wherever in the world 

it operates.158 

Unfortunately, compliance with Section 54 of the Modern Slavery 

Act 2015 remains inconsistent, with limited enforcement mechanisms 

and no financial penalties for non-compliance.159 For example, 2022 

research by the Financial Reporting Council (FRC) found that only one 

third of MSHT statements were clear and easy to read, while 10% of 

eligible companies failed to provide any statement at all despite the 

legal requirement to do so.160 In 2025, the charity Walk Free estimated 

that just 20% of modern slavery statements satisfy the minimum 

requirements.161 Additionally, the government has never used its 

powers to seek injunctions against non-compliant companies, further 

undermining the effectiveness of Section 54 of the Modern Slavery 

Act 2015.162 Finally, while Section 40 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 

establishes the position of Independent Anti-slavery Commissioner 

156  Anti-Slavery International, “Slavery in supply chains”. 
157  Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 54.
158  Ibid. 
159  Steve New, Lise Smit, Lisa K. E. Hsin, and Irene Pietropaoli, “Effectiveness of Section 54 of the Modern 
Slavery Act”, Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, 26 February 2021 <https://
www.biicl.org/publications/effectiveness-of-section-54-of-the-modern-slavery-act> [accessed 18 July 2025]; 
Osborne Clarke, “Modern Slavery Act 2015: UK Select committee calls urgent reforms”, <https://www.
osborneclarke.com/insights/modern-slavery-act-2015-uk-select-committee-calls-urgent-reforms> [accessed 18 
July 2025].
160  Steven Young and Mahmoud Gad, “Modern slavery reporting practices in the UK: Evidence from 
modern slavery statements and annual reports”, Financial Reporting Council, April 2022, <https://media.frc.
org.uk/documents/FRC_Modern_Slavery_Reporting_Practices_in_the_UK_2022.pdf> [accessed 17 October 
2025], 3. 
161  Walk Free, “Modern slavery laws in the UK and Australia are failing and need urgent reform”, 3 April 
2025 <https://www.walkfree.org/news/2025/modern-slavery-laws-in-the-uk-and-australia-are-failing-and-need-
urgent-reform/> [accessed 26 November 2025].
162  Andy Slaughter, “Question for Home Office”, 3 March 2022, UK Parliament <https://questions-
statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2022-03-03/133957> [accessed 18 July 2025].
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to “encourage good practice sharing”,163 including among commercial 

organisations, the office has no enforcement powers.164 

Non-consent or non-disclosure by potential victims
The NRM process, as detailed in Chapter Four, creates several challenges 

that undermine its effectiveness at identifying victims.

A victim’s willingness or ability to disclose — that is, to come forward 

and communicate their experiences of MSHT either to a first responder 

or other public official — and their consent to being referred to the 

NRM by a first responder are essential for them to access the NRM and 

its associated support services. 

Unfortunately, there are several reasons why victims may be unable 

or unwilling to undertake either step. These include a dependency on 

the persons exploiting them, a fear of the stigma associated with being 

a trafficking victim, a fear that family or friends may be punished 

if they come forward, or a lack of trust in public authorities.165 

Moreover, potential victims often struggle to make informed decisions 

about entering the NRM due to insufficient legal advice,166 language 

barriers,167 or not realising that they are victims.168 Indeed, according 

to a survey of police officers for the Centre for Social Justice, the failure 

among victims of MSHT to recognise themselves as such was the 

largest single reason for their non-cooperation with authorities (69%), 

163  Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, “About the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner”, undated 
< https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/about/> [accessed 26 November 2025]. 
164  Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 40. 
165  Home Office, “Modern Slavery: statutory guidance for England and Wales”. 
166  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “Report: people who suffered modern 
slavery face barriers to access legal advice”, 18 May 2021 <https://www.modernslaverypec.org/latest/barriers-
legal-advice> [accessed 30 October 2025]; Focus on Labour Exploitation et al., “Joint response to the Legal 
Aid Means Test Review: Access to Legal Aid for Survivors of Trafficking and Modern Slavery”, June 2022 
<https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2022/06/ATLEU-FLEX-HfJ-SM-SC-Joint-submission-Legal-Aid-
Means-Test-Review-FINAL.pdf> [accessed 20 October 2025].
167  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “Cultural competency in UK responses 
to modern slavery”, 14 August 2024 <https://www.modernslaverypec.org/resources/cultural-competency-
responses-modern-slavery> [accessed 17 October 2025].
168  ATHUB, “How can I tell if someone is a victim of modern slavery?”, undated, <https://athub.org.uk/
knowledge-base/how-can-i-tell-if-someone-is-a-victim-of-modern-slavery/> [accessed 17 October 2025]; 
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ahead of fear of their exploiters (62%), and of the authorities (50%).169

The problem of insufficient legal advice is exacerbated by the absence 

of funding for legal advice for MSHT victims. While Exceptional Case 

Funding (ECF) for legal aid — which exists for those whose human rights 

are infringed and are unable to meet their legal costs — is theoretically 

available,170 it is inconsistently accessed, leaving many victims without 

advice on how a referral might affect their immigration status or the 

support it can make available. For example, a 2020 study by the charity 

ATLEU found that more than 90% of applications for ECF by modern 

slavery victims were refused.171 In doing so, this increases the likelihood 

that victims will refuse to consent to referral into the NRM.

Concerningly, among potential adult victims of MSHT, there has 

been an increase in the number who do not consent to enter the NRM 

altogether, as captured by the Duty to Notify statistics. As mentioned 

in Chapter Four, Duty to Notify statistics record instances where a 

first responder has identified a potential victim of MSHT, but that 

victim has not given consent to enter the NRM. For instance, 5,598 

adults refused consent to enter the NRM in 2024, up from 4,929 in 

2023.172 There is no consensus as to what is driving this uptick in non-

consent.173 As mentioned earlier in this report, the hidden nature of 

MSHT makes it difficult to estimate how many victims are unwilling 

to disclose their experiences.174 

169  Centre for Social Justice and Justice and Care “A Path to Freedom and Justice: a new vision for 
supporting victims of modern slavery”, February 2022 < https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2022/01/CSJ-JC-A-Path-to-Freedom-and-Justice-a-new-vision-for-supporting-victims-of-modern-
slavery-single-pages.pdf> [accessed 25 November 2025], 12.
170  HM Government, “Legal Aid: Funding for exceptional cases”, undated <https://www.gov.uk/legal-aid/
funding-for-exceptional-cases> [accessed 30 October 2025]. 
171  Emily Vaughn and Maya Esslemont, “The final piece of the puzzle”: Information sheet on modern 
slavery + compensation (CICA)”, After Exploitation, 22 July 2024 <https://afterexploitation.com/wp-content/
uploads/2024/07/after-exploitation-information-sheet-modern-slavery-compensation-cica-july-2024-second-
edition.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2025], 7.
172  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
173  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “2024 national referral mechanism 
stats”.
174  Independent Anti-slavery Commissioner, Strategic plan 2024”.
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Poor referrals into the NRM
Potential victims cannot self-refer into the NRM; they are reliant on 

first responders to complete the referral form appropriately.175 Even if 

a potential victim of MSHT has consented to enter the NRM, there is 

variation in the quality of referrals to the NRM, meaning some will 

not get a reasonable grounds decision — described in detail in Chapter 

Four — when they should be eligible to. 

Victims in the UK face a ‘referral lottery,’176 meaning that victims’ 

access to the NRM often depends on the first responder they encounter 

— such as police officers, social workers or immigration officials — 

as well as how well-trained these individuals are and their level of 

familiarity with the NRM.

Currently, the Home Office publishes overall statistics on reasonable 

grounds decisions and the proportion of positive decisions by the 

relevant competent authority — that is, the IECA and the SCA, as 

explained in detail in Chapter Four.177 Non-statutory first responders 

are widely regarded as making higher-quality, more trauma-

informed referrals. Reflecting this,178 there is a widening gap in the 

rate of positive reasonable grounds decisions between the IECA, 

where the Home Office acts as the sole first responder, and the SCA, 

where both statutory and non-statutory first responders play a role.  

For example, in the first quarter of 2025, 62% of referrals made to 

the SCA received a positive reasonable grounds decision. This is as 

compared to just 32% of IECA referrals.179

175  Anti Trafficking Monitoring Group, “Non-Statutory first responder capacity: 2024 Briefing and analysis”, 
August 2024 <https://www.antislavery.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/2024.08.15_Non-statutory-First-
Responder-capacity.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2025].
176  After Exploitation, “The referral ‘lottery’”, April 2020 <https://afterexploitation.com/national-referral-
mechanism/> [accessed 31 October 2025].
177  See e.g. Home Office, “Modern slavery: National referral mechanism and duty to notify statistics UK, 
quarter 1 2025 – January to March”, <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-nrm-and-
dtn-statistics-january-to-march-2025/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-
statistics-uk-quarter-1-2025-january-to-march> [accessed 31 October 2025].
178  See discussion later in this chapter. 
179  Home Office, “National Referral Mechanism, quarter 1 2025”.
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The Home Office is not the only statutory first responder responsible 

for a disproportionately high number of poor referrals. Government 

research has found errors in referral forms submitted by local 

authorities, which include omitting key details such as names or dates 

of birth and providing contradictory information, such as listing safe 

addresses as exploitation sites.180 This matters because rushed, incorrect 

or incomplete referrals increase the likelihood of a negative reasonable 

grounds decision. In 2024, for example, 4,954 negative reasonable 

grounds decisions, or 52% of the total for that year, were due to the 

inclusion of insufficient information to meet the standard of proof 

required.181 

There are several likely reasons for poor referrals. First, many 

first responders are simply unaware that they hold this role or what 

responsibilities it entails.182 This lack of awareness may be further 

exacerbated by the absence of a single point of contact for MSHT 

within many first responder organisations. For instance, across police 

forces, there is significant variability. One example of good practice 

is the Metropolitan Police Service, which has a dedicated Modern 

Slavery and Child Exploitation Unit with specialist officers who 

act as clear points of contact and provide guidance and training to 

colleagues. Durham Constabulary, another example of good practice, has 

implemented a multi-agency approach and recently launched an ‘Anti-

Slavery Champions‘ scheme, creating Anti-Slavery Champions serving 

as the designated points of contact within their own first responder 

organisations.183 By contrast, some smaller or regional police forces do 

not have a dedicated MSHT lead, and the responsibility for identifying 

and referring victims falls to general frontline officers who may have 

180  Home Office, “Modern slavery and the National Referral Mechanism”, November 2021 <https://www.
local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/SCA%20%20LGA%20presentation.pdf> [accessed 31 October 
2025], 18. 
181  Home Office, “Modern slavery end of year summary 2024”.
182  Home Office, “Interim Review”, 5.
183  Durham Police and Crime Commissioner’s Office, “PCC announces Anti-Slavery training project as 
national awareness week gets underway”, 18 October 2024 <https://www.durham-pcc.gov.uk/news/pcc-
announces-anti-slavery-training-project-as-national-awareness-week-gets-underway> [accessed 31 October 
2025]. 
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only received basic training or may not be familiar with the NRM 

process.184 

Second, a lack of training of those in first responder organisations 

is another cause of poor referrals.185 Even where training courses are 

available for first responders, they “are not compulsory and there is 

no system of standardisation or approval”.186 Poor referrals — as well 

as poor communication with victims and even failure to recognise 

indicators of trafficking — have all been shown to be exacerbated 

by insufficient training.187 Inadequate and inconsistent training are 

exacerbated by high turnover rates among statutory first responder 

organisations, such as police forces.188

Third, as highlighted in a joint report by the homelessness charity The 

Passage and the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, there are few 

consequences for those who fail to submit complete NRM referrals. This 

results in limited incentives to ascertain information for a complete 

NRM and thus poor referrals for some victims. 189

So, it does seem that a primary reason for those who are referred 

to the NRM but fail to be confirmed a victim of MSHT is because of 

insufficient or inconsistent evidence, more than just greater awareness 

and abuse by asylum seekers, as organisations such as Migration Watch 

have argued.190 Indeed, it should be remembered that potential victims 

cannot refer themselves into the NRM. 

184  Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, “Stolen freedom: The 
policing response to modern slavery and human trafficking”, October 2017 <https://assets-hmicfrs.
justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/uploads/stolen-freedom-the-policing-response-to-modern-slavery-and-human-
trafficking.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025]12, 61.
185  UNHCR and British Red Cross, “At risk”, 7.
186  Home Office, “Interim Review”, 5.
187  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “Prevention and identification of 
children experiencing modern slavery”, 30 January 2024 <https://www.modernslaverypec.org/resources/
prevention-and-identification-of-children-and-young-adults-experiencing-modern-slavery> [accessed 31 
October 2025].
188  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 38.
189  Júlia Tomás, “Enhancing modern slavery prevention within the homelessness sector in the UK”, The 
Passage and Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, June 2025 <https://www.antislaverycommissioner.
co.uk/media/k5rnanac/enhancing-modern-slavery-prevention-within-the-homelessness-sector-in-the-uk.pdf> 
[accessed 31 October 2025], 11.
190  Migration Watch UK, “Abuse of modern slavery laws”: Home Office, “abuse of modern slavery 
protections”.
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Capacity constraints of first responder organisations 
A recent report by migration charity, Kalayaan, published in 2024, 

suggests the NRM is near breaking point, with the number of potential 

MSHT victims “far exceeding the capacity and resources of the current 

number of first responder organisations”.191 

Notably, the number of first responder organisations able to refer 

individuals has remained unchanged since 2015. Allegedly, the approval 

of applications from specialist frontline organisations to become a 

recognised first responder is not being prioritised by the Home Office.192 

This has placed significant pressure on existing first responders, as 

many capable organisations are unable to formally assist victims 

through the NRM process. 

One result of this is that victims are simply not being referred into 

the NRM due to capacity constraints.193 The Salvation Army, the largest 

non-statutory first responder, was temporarily forced to stop accepting 

new referrals for over five weeks in May and June 2024.194 The capacity 

of non-statutory first responders is especially important as support 

provided by non-statutory responders is preferred due to “their better 

trauma-informed approach, the quality of referrals, and their better 

knowledge and experience working with vulnerable individuals”.195 

Difficulties identifying modern slavery victims within the 
asylum screening process 
There are problems with the interview during the initial asylum 

screening process, as described in Chapter Four, which makes it difficult 

to verify the identities of MSHT victims. 

191  Kalayaan, “The National Referral Mechanism: Near breaking point” February 2024, <https://www.
kalayaan.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/KALAYAAN_REPORT_NRM2024_19FEB2024.pdf> [accessed 
31 October 2025], 5.
192  Kalayaan, “The National Referral Mechanism”, 11.
193  Anti Trafficking Monitoring Group, “Non-Statutory first responder Capacity”, 1.
194  Diane Taylor, “Modern slavery survivors could be retrafficked in UK, charities warn”, Guardian, 13 
February 2023 <https://www.theguardian.com/law/2023/feb/13/modern-slavery-survivors-could-be-
retrafficked-in-uk-charities-warn> [accessed 31 October 2025]; Anti Trafficking Monitoring Group, “Non-
Statutory first responder Capacity”, 5.
195  Anti-Trafficking Monitoring Group, “Non-Statutory first responder Capacity: 2024 Briefing and Analysis”, 
7.
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Home Office Statutory Guidance states that first responders “must 

not rely on victims to self-identify in explicit or obvious ways”. Similarly, 

in the screening interview, the interviewer’s role should involve looking 

for indications of exploitation.196 

However, research by the Helen Bamber Foundation and the 

Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration (ICIBI) found 

that caseworkers sometimes use confrontational questioning and do 

not always respond appropriately to sensitive disclosures.197 Similarly, 

British Red Cross research drawing on interviews and focus groups 

with MSHT victims highlights “that questions about exploitation were 

not being asked, or were being asked in inappropriate ways”.198 This 

increases the likelihood of flawed decisions based on incomplete or 

unreliable information. 

On top of this, the use of aliases or false identity documents further 

complicates the challenge of identifying potential MSHT victims.199 

This risk is particularly acute for children. Many young people arrive 

in the UK without reliable documentation,200 may not know their exact 

age201 or may have experienced trauma that affects their ability to 

communicate clearly about their background. The Home Office requires 

that all asylum seekers who claim to be children must be asked for 

documentary evidence to help establish their age at first encounter.202 

This is crucial for ensuring that children receive appropriate protection 

and that adults are not mistakenly given access to child-specific services. 

196  Home Office, “Modern slavery: statutory guidance for England”. 
197  Helen Bamber Foundation, “Home Office asylum interviews – research findings”, December 2022 
<https://www.helenbamber.org/sites/default/files/2023-02/HBF_Interviews%20research%20briefing%20
Final%20December%202022.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025], 2.
198  UNHCR and British Red Cross, “At risk”, 17.
199  Ibid., 20.
200  Barnardo’s, “Let children be children: The impact of age assessments on children seeking sanctuary 
& asylum in the UK”, June 2025 <https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Let%20
children%20be%20children%20The%20Impact%20of%20Age%20Assessments%20on%20Children%20
Seeking%20Sanctuary%20%26%20Asylum%20in%20the%20UK.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025], 4.
201  Home Office, “Biological evaluation methods to assist in assessing the age of unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children (accessible)”, 10 January 2023 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/methods-
to-assess-the-age-of-unaccompanied-asylum-seeking-children/biological-evaluation-methods-to-assist-in-
assessing-the-age-of-unaccompanied-asylum-seeking-children-accessible> [accessed 30 October 2025].
202  Home Office, “Assessing Age. Version 11.0”, 30 June 2025 <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/686250723e6b7941f4e00be7/Assessing+age.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025, 13.
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But, when such documentary evidence is not available, the interview-

based method used to assess age, known as the Merton assessment,203 

does not always produce accurate results. As a review for the Home 

Office itself has acknowledged, “incorrect decisions have been made, 

sometimes with catastrophic consequences” when minors have been 

forced to share facilities with adults because of these mistakes.204

Difficulties identifying modern slavery victims in 
immigration detention
As discussed in Chapter Four, asylum seekers are typically held in 

detention later in the asylum process, where a failed asylum seeker is 

detained pending removal. But, as illustrated in Chapter Three, there 

is evidence showing that detention is a growing source of referrals to 

the NRM.

There are two main problems in identifying MSHT victims in 

immigration detention: the difficulty in gathering evidence in detention; 

and problems with the Home Office’s role as sole first responder. 

First, gathering evidence to support an NRM referral is much harder 

in detention than it is outside. This is primarily because of difficulties 

obtaining documentation.205 This at least in part contributes to 

lower-quality referrals given to the IECA, which in turn increases the 

likelihood of a negative RDG.

Second, the Home Office is the only designated first responder with 

the authority to refer individuals in detention into the NRM. Evidence 

from NGOs and oversight bodies shows that this arrangement can 

lead to missed identification opportunities, as well as a lack of 

proactive investigation into potential indicators of exploitation.206 

203  Young Roots, “Age assessments have huge consequences”, 14 October 2025 <https://www.youngroots.org.
uk/blog/age-assessments-have-huge-consequences> [accessed 11 December 2025].
204  Home Office, “Biological evaluation methods”.
205  Sarah Bunn and Samir Hamdoud, “The Use of Biological Methods in Asylum Age Assessments”, UK 
Parliament, March 2022 <https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0666/POST-
PN-0666.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025], 2.
206  The Taskforce on Survivors of Trafficking in Immigration Detention, “The Taskforce on Survivors of 
Trafficking in Immigration Detention (Detention Taskforce)”, 1 July 2024, <https://lawrs.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2024/07/Detention-Taskforce-IECA-briefing-2.pdf> [accessed 20 October 2025], 9-10.
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The Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration (ICIBI) 

and organisations such as Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX) have 

documented cases where authorities failed to identify victims, resulting 

in detention, removal and sometimes re-trafficking before support 

could be accessed.207

Reflecting these problems, the charities Detention Taskforce and 

Medical Justice have documented that many negative IECA decisions 

are later overturned when additional evidence, such as medico-legal 

reports, is submitted.208 This indicates that initial referrals from 

detention may lack depth or sufficient supporting information, with 

the Detention Taskforce criticising the IECA for “a lack of curiosity” and 

defaulting to negative decisions rather than proactively seeking further 

information when evidence is incomplete.209

Lack of inter-agency co-operation
A lack of information sharing represents a problem for identifying 

and supporting slavery victims. As the Independent Chief Inspector of 

Borders and Immigration has commented, work across immigration 

enforcement and government departments “remains siloed and 

disjointed, with little evidence of a plan to address this”.210 This is 

despite Home Office guidance noting: “[C]ollaborative partnerships, 

multi-disciplinary and multi-agency working are fundamental to 

ensure that victims are identified, protected and safeguarded”.211 

The picture is not uniformly negative. In certain local authorities, 

Slavery Exploitation Risk Assessment Conferences (SERACs) have been 

207  Letícia Ishibashi “Detaining victims: Human trafficking and the UK immigration detention system”, 
Labour Exploitation Advisory Group, 2019 <https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2019/07/FLEX_
DetainingVictims_web_FINAL.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025], 17.
208  Detention Taskforce, “Immigration Enforcement Competent Authority”, 1 July 2024 <https://lawrs.org.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Detention-Taskforce-IECA-briefing-2.pdf> [accessed 30 October 2025], 8.
209  Ibid., 10.
210  Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, “An inspection of the work of Border Force, Immigration 
Enforcement, and UK Visas and Immigration to identify, investigate, disrupt and prosecute perpetrators 
of modern slavery and human trafficking”, March 2021 <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/603f442fe90e077dd43107b0/An_inspection_of_the_work_of_BF__IE__and_UKVI_to_identify__
investigate__disrupt_and_prosecute_perpetrators_of_modern_slavery_and_human_trafficking.pdf> 
[accessed 31 October 2025], 2.
211  Home Office, “Modern Slavery: statutory guidance for England and Wales”.
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established to coordinate local responses to MSHT. In Nottingham, 

for example, the Slavery Exploitation Team (SET) was formed in 2019 

following the identification of cases where individuals were being 

exploited but lacked clear statutory agency ownership.212 As part of 

this response, Nottingham City Council created the monthly SERAC 

meeting, which brings together professionals from statutory and 

non-statutory agencies — including police, housing, adult social care 

and charities — to review known or suspected cases of MSHT, share 

intelligence and develop multi-agency action plans.213

Despite these positive examples, siloed working remains a problem 

across many local authorities. Fewer than 3% of local authorities in 

England and Wales have a dedicated Modern Slavery Coordinator, 

despite evidence showing the benefits of such a role for victim 

identification.214 For example, according to research from the Human 

Trafficking Foundation, “[o]ut of 218 local authorities that made NRM 

referrals for adults in 2023, the 9 with a designated modern slavery 

position made up 18% of all adult NRM referrals”.215

Leading problems supporting victims of modern 
slavery in the asylum system

Delays in conclusive grounds referrals
Victims are having to wait longer and longer for conclusive grounds 

decisions. For instance, as of early 2025, the median wait time for a 

conclusive grounds decision was 637 days, with some reports indicating 

the mean wait was as high as 952 days for decisions made between 

212  Nottingham City Council, “Expansion of the Slavery Exploitation Team and SERAC”, undated <https://
democracy.broxtowe.gov.uk/documents/s24218/7.1%20Expansion%20of%20SET%20SERAC%20Dec%20
22%20v.3.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2025].
213  Ibid., 1.
214  Human Trafficking Foundation, “Acting local: The need for modern slavery coordinators in local 
authorities”, January 2025 <https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/tebglejj/actingpluslocalplus
theplusneedplusforplusmodernplusslaverypluscoordinatorsplusinpluslocalplusauthoritiesplus-print.pdf> 
[accessed 19 October 2025], 5.
215  Ibid. 
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October and December 2024.216 However, while the hiring of an 

additional 200 caseworkers in 2024 has had some impact on waiting 

times, they still remain significantly higher than a decade ago.217 By 

contrast with today, the median waiting times for conclusive grounds 

decisions were just 200 days in 2016 and less than 400 in 2017.218 This 

is partly due to the system’s inability to deal with growing numbers 

of referrals, as well as the effects of the higher evidence thresholds 

required under the Nationality and Borders Act 2022, which will be 

discussed below.219 

Such prolonged delays, combined with the fact that — as discussed in 

more detail later — individuals referred into the NRM system are not 

granted the right to work while their cases are pending, leave potential 

victims in a prolonged state of limbo.220 As the British Red Cross has 

noted, this has even resulted in instances of “solicitors advising their 

clients to withdraw or avoid entering the NRM to avoid delays in the 

resolution of an asylum case running simultaneously”.221 

Long-term care for victims of MSHT
The lack of support available after exiting the NRM, which is vital to 

reducing the potential risks of re-trafficking and the likelihood of further 

victimisation, is also a leading problem. As Chapter Four explained, 

only a very low percentage of modern slavery victims (4%) are actually 

216  Sonia Lenegan, “Ten Years After the Introduction of the Modern Slavery Act, Safety Is More Elusive 
Than Ever”, Free Movement, 27 March 2025 <https://freemovement.org.uk/ten-years-after-the-introduction-
of-the-modern-slavery-act-safety-is-more-elusive-than-ever/> [accessed 3 July 2025]; Sophie Blanchard, 
“Home Office Report on the National Referral Mechanism 2025”, Wilberforce Institute, 14 March 2025 
<https://www.hull.ac.uk/research/institutes/wilberforce/home-office-report-on-the-national-referral-
mechanism-2025> [accessed 3 July 2025].
217  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 7, 40.
218  International Organization for Migration, “Updated analysis of the National Referral Mechanism data”, 
14 January 2024 <https://unitedkingdom.iom.int/news/updated-analysis-national-referral-mechanism-data> 
[accessed 19 October 2025]. 
219  Kalayaan, “Kalayaan’s Statement on Delays in the National Referral Mechanism Decision-Making
Process”, 4 December 2024 <https://www.kalayaan.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Kalayaan-Statement-
on-delays-in-the-NRM-Decision-Making-Process.pdf> [accessed 19 October 2025].
220  Kate Garbers, “The Benefits and the Barriers to Accessing Employment: Considerations for Survivors of 
Modern Slavery”, University of Nottingham Rights  Lab, <https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/beacons-
of-excellence/rights-lab/resources/reports-and-briefings/2021/may/briefing-benefits-and-the-barriers-to-
accessing-employment.pdf> [accessed 3 July 2025]
221  British Red Cross, “Written Evidence Submitted by the British Red Cross (MSA0095)”, Home Affairs 
Committee, <https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/94251/pdf/> [accessed 3 July 2025].
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granted Temporary Permission to Stay (VTS). In 2023, for example, out 

of 3,139 adults who gained status as a victim of modern slavery, only 

113 were granted VTS to assist with their recovery and fewer than 10 

individuals received VTS to support criminal investigations.222 

Even for those granted it, while the VTS offers the right to work, as 

well as access to support services such as safe accommodation, financial 

support and legal advice,223 these are typically provided by charities 

and local authorities. According to the government’s own independent 

review into the MSHT system, such assistance is “patchy and in many 

cases non-existent”.224 Unfortunately, because there is “no rigorous 

collection of move-on data” on the long-term outcomes for those who 

have exited the NRM, accurately quantifying the impact of this lack of 

support is very difficult.225 The lack of housing provision, in particular, 

makes it harder to give victims the stability they need to rebuild their 

lives. According to a 2023 Human Trafficking Report, for example, 

just 13% of MSHT victims under the MSVCC benefited from NRM 

safehouses.226 

Moreover, VTS does not provide a pathway to indefinite leave to 

remain or permanent settlement227 and grants are typically limited to 

12-30 months.228 Moreover, even when VTS is granted, this is often for 

much less than the full 30 months theoretically available to confirmed 

victims of MSHT — a 2025 study by the Helen Bamber Foundation 

found that only around half of VTS grantees are given permission to 

222  “A Call for Compassion: Transforming Support for Modern Slavery Survivors,” Unseen, 30 October 2024, 
<https://www.unseenuk.org/a-call-for-compassion-transforming-support-for-modern-slavery-survivors/>; 
Home Office “Temporary Permission to Stay”.
223  Home Office, “Temporary permission to stay: considerations for victims of human trafficking or 
slavery”, 11 August 2025 <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6842fc670392ed9b784c0141/
Temporary+Permission+to+Stay+for+Victims+of+Human+Trafficking+and+Slavery.pdf> [accessed 11 August 
2025], 28. 
224  Home Office, “Independent Review of the Modern Slavery Act 2015: Final Report”, May 2019 <https://
assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5ce5116e40f0b627de48663d/Independent_review_of_the_Modern_
Slavery_Act_-_final_report.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2025], 19.
225  Ibid., 19-20.
226  Human Trafficking Foundation, “The key issue: Housing for survivors of modern slavery”, October 2023 
<https://www.humantraffickingfoundation.org/s/The-Key-Issue-Report-Oct-2023.pdf> [accessed 11 December 
2025], 2.
227  Home Office, “Temporary Permission to Stay”.
228  Right to Remain, “Right to remain toolkit”.
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remain in the UK for over a year.229 This ‘cliff edge’ increases the risk of 

individuals being re-trafficked, as many are left without status, support 

or a secure future in the UK.230 

For those not granted VTS, unless they can secure another visa, such 

as if they are granted refugee status, they typically must leave the UK, 

and any victim support from central government comes to an end. As 

the Helen Bamber Foundation has noted, this lack of certainty around 

long-term migration status leads to considerable stress and undermines 

victims’ recovery.231 

It is worth noting that a limited exception exists for confirmed MSHT 

victims who have been employed as domestic workers and arrived 

in the UK under the Overseas Domestic Worker Visa. Such victims 

are eligible to apply for a two-year visa within 28 days of a positive 

conclusive grounds decision.232

Lack of prosecutions 
Failures to prosecute those guilty of MSHT offences and to prevent 

them from re-offending are another problem for supporting  

MSHT victims. 

Prosecution rates for MSHT offences in the UK remain strikingly low. 

Data from 2017 to 2019 shows that while over 22,000 potential victims 

were referred to the NRM, only 64 adult offenders were sentenced under 

the Modern Slavery Act 2015.233 Further, between 2016 and 2021, only 

229  Beth Mullan-Feroze and Kamena Dorling, “Road to Nowhere: The impact of insecure immigration status 
of survivors of trafficking”, Heleb Bamber Foundation, July 2025, <https://helenbamber.org/sites/default/
files/2025-07/RoadtoNowhere_FINAL_150725.pdf> [accessed 26 October 2025], 25.
230  Focus on Labour Exploitation, “The NRM: No Substitute for Workers’ Rights,” 27 March 2024 <https://
labourexploitation.org/news/the-nrm-no-substitute-for-workers-rights/> [accessed 3 July 2025]; Judy Fudge, 
‘Modern Slavery, Unfree Labour and the Labour Market: The Social Dynamics of Legal Characterization’, 
Social & Legal Studies, 27.4 (2018), 414–34; Medaille Trust, “Moving On Project: Wraparound Survivor 
Support,” 6 February 2025, < https://www.medaille-trust.org.uk/news/MOP-report-launch > [accessed 3 July 
2025].
231  Mullan-Feroze and Dorling, “Road to Nowhere”, 3. 
232  Kalayaan, “Factsheet 4: Temporary permission to stay for victims of human trafficking and slavery and 
leave to remain”, October 2020 <https://www.kalayaan.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/FACTSHEET-4-
TEMPORARY-PERMISSION-TO-STAY-FOR-VICTIMS-OF-HUMAN-TRAFFICKING-AND-LEAVE-TO-REMAIN.
pdf> [accessed 26 October 2025]; UK Visas and Immigration, “Overseas Domestic Worker visa”, undated 
<https://www.gov.uk/overseas-domestic-worker-visa/victim-slavery-human-trafficking> [accessed 26 October 
2025].
233  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “Ten years on”. 
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185 prosecutions for child-related cases took place under the Modern 

Slavery Act 2015, with just 95 resulting in convictions.234 During the 

same period, however, some 18,854 children were referred into the 

NRM.235 Similarly, a 2021 investigation found that just 4.4% of the 

almost 20,000 modern slavery offences recorded by police in England 

and Wales resulted in charges, and CPS prosecution data found that just 

23% of the 1,607 prosecutions for modern slavery between 2015 and 

2021 ended with a conviction.236 

This is partly attributed to the complex nature of MSHT cases,237 

difficulties in gathering and assessing large volumes of evidence, and 

challenges in ensuring victim participation in prosecutions.238 As a 

result, police and prosecutors frequently pursue alternative charges, 

such as drug offences, organised immigration crime or offences like 

controlling prostitution for gain, instead of prosecuting under the 

Modern Slavery Act 2015 itself.239

Modern slavery investigations are resource-intensive and complex, 

involving historic or transnational elements. Just as there are variations 

in the quality of NRM referrals, local police forces vary widely in their 

prioritisation of these crimes, often reflecting the focus of their Police 

and Crime Commissioners.240 Some areas have innovative awareness 

and training initiatives — such as Cumbria Constabulary’s compulsory 

‘Seven Minute Briefing’ — to ensure that all in the organisation have the 

234  Office for National Statistics, “Child victims of modern slavery in the UK: March 2022”, 29 
March 2022 <https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/
childvictimsofmodernslaveryintheuk/march2022> [accessed 31 October 2025]. 
235  Home Office, “Modern slavery: National Referral Mechanism and Duty to Notify statistics UK, quarter 2 
2024 – April to June: data tables”, 8 August 2024 <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-
nrm-and-dtn-statistics-april-to-june-2024#documents> [accessed 23 October 2025].
236  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 6.
237  Alicia Heys, “Barriers to prosecutions and convictions under the Modern Slavery Act 2015”, Modern 
Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, May 2025 <https://files.modernslaverypec.org/
production/assets/downloads/Barriers-to-prosecutions-full-report.pdf?dm=1746710983> [accessed 31 
October 2025], 22.
238  Ibid., 10-25.
239  Heys, “Barriers to prosecutions”, 26-9; Kieran Guilbert, “Don’t settle for simple in slavery cases, urges 
top UK cop”, Reuters, 24 May 2019 <https://www.reuters.com/article/world/don-t-settle-for-simple-in-slavery-
cases-urges-top-uk-cop-idUSKCN1SU20G> [accessed 31 October 2025].
240  Ruth van Dyke, “The Law Enforcement Response to Modern Slavery in the United Kingdom’”, undated, 
Bakhita Centre for Research on Slavery, Exploitation and Abuse, St Mary’s University, <https://www.stmarys.
ac.uk/research/centres/bakhita/research/articles/law-enforcement-response.aspx> [accessed 5 August 2025].
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minimum level of training and understanding of MSHT.241 Elsewhere, 

however, a lack of prioritisation results in weak responses and missed 

opportunities for intervention. For instance, as the former Independent 

Anti-Slavery Commissioner notes, there is a tendency for some police 

officers to delay recording crimes or launching investigations until a 

reasonable grounds decision is made through the NRM.242 This delay 

can result in the loss of vital evidence and further erode victims’ trust 

in the justice system. 

Moreover, despite the need for consistent engagement of victims to 

ensure successful prosecutions, the current system frequently fails 

to provide the necessary support. Without immediate and sustained 

assistance, many victims withdraw from investigations, leaving 

traffickers unchallenged.243 Innovative programmes, such as Justice and 

Care’s Victim Navigator programme, have demonstrated the impact that 

dedicated support can have. Set up in partnership with police forces and 

the National Crime Agency, Victim Navigators help to connect MSHT 

victims with available supports, such as housing, education and medical 

services, as well as the legal system.244 Ninety-two percent of victims 

— although it is unclear whether this number refers to potential or 

confirmed ones — supported by a navigator engaged with investigations, 

compared to just 44% without such support.245 Recognising this, 

the House of Lords Modern Slavery Act Committee recommended a 

national rollout of this Victim Navigator model.246 

Even where prosecutions are secured, not enough is done to prevent 

reoffending. Under the Modern Slavery Act 2015, courts and authorities 

241  Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, “Stolen freedom”, 42.
242  Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, “Annual report 2016-2017”, 2017, <https://www.
antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/3tygqdda/iasc-annual-report-16-17-web.pdf> [accessed 31 October 
2025], 25.
243  Heys, “Barriers to prosecutions”, 11-20.
244  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 38; Justice and Care, “Victim Navigator pilot final evaluation: 
From victim to witness to survivor”, November 2022 <https://justiceandcare.org/policies-and-reports/victim-
navigator-pilot-final-evaluation/> [accessed 4 December 2025], 27.
245  Justice and Care, ““A Pressing Need”: Anti-Slavery Commissioner’s Call to Scale Victim Navigator 
Programme”, 15 July 2025 <https://justiceandcare.org/news/national-rollout-victim-navigator-programme/> 
[accessed 23 October 2025] .
246  House of Lords Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee, “Becoming world-leading again”, 43.
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have recourse to Slavery and Trafficking Prevention and Risk Orders 

(STROs), which allow restrictions to be imposed on those deemed at risk 

of committing an MSHT offence.247 While applicable to those not yet 

convicted, they are “aimed at those convicted, cautioned, who received 

a reprimand or final warning for a slavery or human trafficking 

offence”.248

Unfortunately, as the National County Lines Coordination Centre 

noted, “the evidence to date suggests forces have not been using these 

orders at anything like the level intended or required”.249 For instance, 

as the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner noted in a 2022 report, 

just 78 STROs were in force in February that year.250

The impact of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022
The previous Conservative Government’s 2022 Nationality and Borders 

Act, notably the introduction of the Public Order Disqualifications 

(PODs) and higher evidence thresholds now required for positive 

reasonable grounds decisions for MSHT referrals, have also reduced the 

number of people supported by MSHT protections. Both these changes 

have been retained by the current Labour Government.251 

Enacted due to concerns about foreign national offenders and 

perceived abuses of the Modern Slavery Act 2015,252 PODs, as set 

out in Section 63 of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022, exclude 

247  Crown Prosecution Service, “Rape and Sexual Offences – Chapter 16: Slavery and Trafficking Risk 
Orders”, 21 May 2021 <https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/rape-and-sexual-offences-chapter-16-slavery-
and-trafficking-risk-orders> [accessed 31 October 2025]. 
248  His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, “Slavery and Trafficking 
Prevention Order (STPO) and Slavery and Trafficking Risk Order (STRO)”, 20 August 2021 <https://hmicfrs.
justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/glossary/slavery-trafficking-prevention-order-stpo-slavery-trafficking-risk-order-
stro/> (2021). 
249  National County Lines Coordination Centre, “Guidance on the use of slavery and trafficking risk orders 
and slavery and trafficking prevention orders in county lines operations”, May 2021 <https://3rblaw.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/NCLCC-STPO-STRO-guidance-final-02072021.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2025].
250  Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, “The use of modern slavery risk and prevention orders”, March 
2022 <https://antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/nosgdfwl/iasc-review-risk-and-prevention-orders-report-
march-2022.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2025], 11.
251  House of Lords Modern Slavery Act 2015 Committee, “Becoming world-leading again”,18.
252  Home Office, “Nationality and Borders Bill: Abuse of modern slavery protections factsheet”, 13 October 
2023 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nationality-and-borders-bill-abuse-of-modern-slavery-
protections-factsheet/nationality-and-borders-bill-abuse-of-modern-slavery-protections-factsheet> [accessed 
31 October 2025].
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individuals deemed a “threat to public order” from accessing support 

under the NRM.253 Grounds for deeming someone a “threat to public 

order” include, but are not limited to, convictions for, or suspected 

involvement in, terrorism offences, or having been sentenced to a term 

of imprisonment for any offence.254

PODs can apply even if victims had been forced into criminal 

activity by traffickers.255 Their working is set out by the Modern Slavery 

Statutory Guidance,256 which was issued under Section 49(1) of the 

Modern Slavery Act 2015 to provide “advice on how to identify and 

support victims, the NRM process and the criteria used to determine 

whether someone is a victim”.257 According to this Guidance, an 

individual who meets the public order definition is “a threat to public 

order”. While this presumption can be rebutted “if the individual’s 

need for modern slavery specific protections outweighs the threat to 

public order posed by the individual”, there is a “high bar” to do so.258 In 

addition to preventing those forced into crime from accessing support, 

these measures may exacerbate potential victims’ distrust of authorities 

and discourage them from disclosing their experiences or cooperating 

with MSHT investigations.259 

The barriers to victim support PODs likely contravene the UK’s 

international obligations for victim protection. Notably, they conflict 

with several provisions of the European Convention on Human Rights 

(ECHR) and the Council of Europe Convention on Action Against 

Trafficking in Human Beings (ECAT), such as Article 10(2) of the 

253  Jovanovic, “Restoring protections for modern slavery victims”, 15-16.
254  Nationality and Borders Act 2022, Section 63, <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2022/36/
section/63> [accessed 31 October 2025]; Marija Jovanovic, “Restoring protections for modern slavery 
victims”, Modern Slavery & Human Rights Evidence Centre, January 2025 <https://www.modernslaverypec.
org/resources/restoring-modern-slavery-protections-in-uk-immigration-law> [accessed 20 October 2025], 15-
17; Modern Slavery Act 2015, Schedule 4. 
255  Human Trafficking Foundation, “Human Trafficking Foundation- Written evidence (MSA0086)”, 
House of Lords Modern Slavery Act 2025 Committee, 14 May 2024 <https://committees.parliament.uk/
writtenevidence/129385/pdf/> [accessed 31 October 2025], 3, 5.
256  Home Office, “Modern Slavery: statutory guidance for England and Wales”.
257  Crown Prosecution Service, “Modern slavery and human trafficking”.
258  Marija Jovanovic, “Restoring protections”, 3-4.
259  Sian Oram, “Modern Slavery in the United Kingdom: The Illegal Migration Act risks undermining 
efforts to combat exploitation”, PLOS Medicine, 20.9 (2023).
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ECAT, which prohibits the removal of victims until the identification 

process is complete. PODs violate this by allowing disqualification from 

protection before a full assessment is conducted.260 Similarly, Article 

26 of the ECAT, which enshrines the non-punishment principle, states 

that victims should not face penalties for unlawful acts committed as a 

direct result of their exploitation. PODs conflict with this by penalising 

victims who may have criminal records due to coercion by traffickers.261 

Finally, PODs likely conflict with Article 4 of the EHCR, which prohibits 

slavery, servitude, and obliges signatories to identify and support all 

potential victims of it, irrespective of the country and location where 

the crime took place.262 

Another key change under the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 

was to increase the threshold of evidence for positive reasonable 

grounds decisions in the NRM. Whereas previously, victims would have 

to provide a credible account, Part 5 of the Nationality and Borders 

Act 2022 instead requires them to provide “objective evidence” of 

exploitation.263 At the same time, Section 58 of the Nationality and 

Borders Act 2022 also obliged potential victims to provide all relevant 

evidence supporting their claim by a specific deadline set out in a 

“slavery or trafficking information notice”, which can be served on 

anyone who has sought protection under the NRM.264 There does not 

appear to be any publicly available information as to the length of the 

260  Marija Jovanovic, “Legal Analysis of Section 63 of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 and modern 
slavery statutory guidance”, Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, August 
2024 <https://files.modernslaverypec.org/production/assets/downloads/Legal-Analysis-NABA-FINAL.
pdf?dm=1736268036> [accessed 20 October 2025], 3-4.
261  Jovanovic, “Legal Analysis of Section 63”, 2-4.
262  Marija Jovanovic, ‘Legal Analysis: The Modern Slavery Act 2015 and the Role of Legal Practitioners’, 
Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, 28 March 2023 <https://files.
modernslaverypec.org/production/assets/downloads/Jovanovic-M.-Legal-Analysis-v.2.pdf?dm=1694424204> 
[accessed 17 July 2025]; Hope for Justice, “Written evidence submitted by Hope for Justice (BSAIB02)”, 
Border Security, Asylum and Immigration Bill Committee, 27 February 2025 <https://bills.parliament.uk/
publications/59286/documents/6067> [accessed 31 October 2025], 4-5.
263  Human Trafficking Foundation, “Human Trafficking Foundation- Written evidence
(MSA0086)”, House of Lords Modern Slavery Act 2025 Committee <https://committees.parliament.uk/
writtenevidence/129385/pdf/> [accessed 31 October 2025], 2-3.
264  University of Nottingham Human Rights Lab, “Confirmations, Commitments & Concerns – How 
will Part 5 of the Nationality and Borders Act on Modern Slavery be enacted?”, 2022 <https://www.
nottingham.ac.uk/research/beacons-of-excellence/rights-lab/resources/reports-and-briefings/2022/november/
confirmations-commitments-concerns-how-will-part-5-of-the-nationality-and-borders-act-on-modern-slavery-
be-enacted.pdf> [accessed 20 October 2025], 6-7.
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typical deadline. According to Section 59 of the Nationality and Borders 

Act 2022, “unless there are good reasons” provided, failure to meet this 

deadline must be considered as “damaging the person’s credibility”265 

and hence reducing the likelihood of a successful reasonable grounds 

decision. 

Crucially, this is a higher threshold than that required for victims 

of other serious crimes to access support.266 For example, for victims 

of domestic abuse, while objective evidence is required for certain 

legal processes — such as access to legal aid267 — there are no rigid 

deadlines for evidence submission, and recognition can often be based 

on professional judgment and risk assessments,268 allowing for a more 

trauma-informed approach.

As well as making it more difficult for MSHT victims to obtain an 

NRM referral, the raised evidence threshold compels first responders 

to spend more time gathering evidence, placing additional pressure 

on overstretched organisations and risking further delaying access to 

support for victims.269 For instance, the Modern Slavery and Human 

Rights Policy Evidence Centre highlighted that “the emphasis on 

producing evidence as well as NRM procedural delays has caused 

distress to victims, with negative decisions having a lasting impact, even 

if they were subsequently overturned upon reconsideration”.270

In this legislative context, it is not surprising that the proportion 

of negative reasonable grounds decisions has increased since the 

265  Nationality and Borders Act 2022, Section 59. 
266  Euan Fraser, “Beyond Survival: Living free, not in survival mode, and being able to dream again”, Hope 
for Justice, 4 October 2024 <https://hopeforjustice.org/publications/beyond-survival-living-free-not-in-
survival-mode-and-being-able-to-dream-again/> [accessed 31 October 2025], 15.
267  HM Government, “Legal aid: Domestic abuse”, undated <https://www.gov.uk/legal-aid/domestic-abuse> 
[accessed 31 October 2025].
268  College of Policing, “Understanding risk and vulnerability in the context of domestic abuse”, <https://
www.college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/domestic-abuse/understanding-risk-and-
vulnerability-context-domestic-abuse> [accessed 31 October 2025]. 
269  Noemi Magugliani, John Trajer and Jean-Pierre Gauci, “Assessing the modern slavery impacts of the 
Nationality and Borders Act 2022: One year on”, Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence 
Centre, June 2024 <https://files.modernslaverypec.org/production/assets/downloads/NABA_Summary-final.
pdf?dm=1736268042> (2024), 9.
270  Modern Slavery and Human Rights Policy and Evidence Centre, “Modern Slavery and Human Rights 
Policy and Evidence Centre – Written evidence (MSA0055)”, House of Lords Modern Slavery Act 2025 
Committee, 27 March 2024 <https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/129136/pdf/> [accessed 31 
October 2025], 6.
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introduction of the Nationality and Borders Act 2022. For example, 

according to the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, in 2023, the 

first full year in which the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 was in 

effect, the proportion of positive reasonable grounds decisions was just 

55% of total reasonable grounds decisions. Before the Nationality and 

Borders Act’s introduction, it stood at 89%.271

Conclusion
Having outlined the problems with identifying and supporting victims 

of MSHT in the UK asylum system, this report will now consider 

effective international MSHT and asylum policies.

271  Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, “Strategic Plan 2024-26”, January 2025 <https://www.
antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/s0gjtqbx/e03284260_iasc-strategic-plan-24-26_web-accessible_v2.pdf> 
[accessed 20 October 2025], 15.
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Chapter Six: 
Effective international MSHT  
and asylum policies

The previous chapters examined the current asylum process available 

to victims of MSHT and highlighted the most important shortcomings 

of the current system. This chapter presents international examples of 

successful MSHT and asylum policies. 

This chapter does not provide international comparisons for all the 

problems identified in Chapter Four, as the earliest UK-style MSHT 

legislation is barely a decade old. The points of comparison are limited. 

Rather, it presents four clear examples of good practice of handling 

MSHT in the asylum system. Specifically, it provides examples of 

countries that have successfully tackled some of the problems with 

identifying and supporting MSHT victims, namely: Canada, Australia, 

the Netherlands and the United States. 

Tackling modern slavery in supply chains: Canada  
and Australia
We discuss two examples of unique policies to tackle MSHT in supply 

chains — Canada and Australia — which have committed to introducing 

additional mandatory due diligence measures and have taken steps to 

ensure high rates of compliance. Although their legislative schemes were 

inspired by the UK’s Modern Slavery Act 2015, they impose stricter due 

diligence requirements than their British counterpart.272 

272  Harding and Swanwick, “Modern Slavery”, 5.
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The Australian Modern Slavery Act 2018 establishes more stringent 

requirements for assessing modern slavery risks within procurement 

and supply chains. The Act applies to companies with an annual 

consolidated revenue of at least $A100 million (approximately £50 

million), which is higher than the UK’s revenue threshold of £36 million. 

Unlike the UK’s legislation, Part 2, Section 11 of the Australian Modern 

Slavery Act 2018 obliges firms to disclose the due diligence measures they 

have taken to mitigate identified risks of modern slavery, as well as to 

monitor the effectiveness of these measures.273 The UK’s Modern Slavery 

Act 2015, by contrast, does not impose any obligations on companies 

to assess the effectiveness of any anti-MSHT measures they are taking. 

Instead, it merely suggests that statements include such information.274 

A further distinction with its UK counterpart is that the Australian 

Modern Slavery Act 2018 also applies to the Federal Government and 

all public sector agencies.275 The UK legislation, by contrast, only applies 

to commercial organisations, charities and investment trusts.276 

As the data in Chart 6.1 below demonstrates, while concerns have 

been raised that the Australian legislation is encouraging firms to “treat 

modern slavery statements as a box-ticking exercise”,277 the quality of 

submissions is improving. By the end of the second reporting cycle in 

2022, fewer than one-third of submissions were deemed non-compliant, 

down from almost 60% the previous year. 

273  Modern Slavery Act 2018 (Cth) <https://www.legislation.gov.au/C2018A00153/latest> [accessed 7 
August 025]; Harriet von Spiegel, “Reporting under the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015) and the Australian 
Modern Slavery Act (2018): A Comparison”, RightsDD, 1 March 2018, <https://www.rightsdd.com/posts/
reporting-under-the-uk-modern-slavery-act-2015-and-the-australian-modern-slavery-act-2018-a-comparison> 
[accessed 7 August 2025].
274  Jon Tan, Rachel Barrett and James Marlow, “Unpacking the UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 eight years 
on”, Linklaters, 28 September 2023 <https://sustainablefutures.linklaters.com/post/102iorb/unpacking-
the-uk-modern-slavery-act-2015-eight-years-on> [accessed 22 October 2025]; James Marlow, Jon Tan and 
Charlotte Witney, “UK government publishes updated guidance on modern slavery reporting: what this 
means for businesses”, Linklaters, 9 April 2025 <https://sustainablefutures.linklaters.com/post/102k7uh/
uk-government-publishes-updated-guidance-on-modern-slavery-reporting-what-this-m> [accessed 22 October 
2025]; Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 54 (5).
275  Modern Slavery Act 2018 (Cth), Section 8.
276  Home Office, “Publish an annual modern slavery statement” 25 April 2024 <https://www.gov.uk/
guidance/publish-an-annual-modern-slavery-statement> [accessed 20 October 2025].
277  Walk Free, “Modern slavery laws in the UK and Australia are failing and need urgent reform”, 3 April 
2025 <https://www.walkfree.org/news/2025/modern-slavery-laws-in-the-uk-and-australia-are-failing-and-need-
urgent-reform/> [accessed 20 October 2025].
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Chart 6.1. Compliance with the Australian Modern Slavery  
Act 2018

First Reporting Cycle 30 June 2021 Second Reporting Cycle 30 June 2022

59%

41%

71%

29%

Compliance Status

Likely Compliant Likely Non-Compliant

Chart 6.1. Compliance with the Australian Modern Slavery Act 2018

Source: Australian Government, “Implementing the Modern Slavery Act 2018: The Australian government’s 
annual report 1 January 2022 – 31 December 2022”, 2023 <https://modernslaveryregister.gov.au/
resources/Modern_Slavery_Act_Annual_Report_2022.pdf> [accessed 19 August 2025], 15.

Notably, only 2.38% of the non-compliant statements were rejected 

on the grounds of companies taking insufficient action to address the 

risks they had identified. By contrast, some 59.7% were non-compliant 

because they failed to address the statutory requirement to consult 

with subsidiaries of the reporting entity about reducing MSHT in their 

supply chains, 23.79% because of a failure to describe how the reporting 

entity assessed the effectiveness of such actions, and 11.1% because 

they failed to describe the risks in the reporting entity’s operations or 

supply chains.278 

278  Australian Government Attorney-General’s Department, “Review of the Modern Slavery Act 2018”, 24 
Jul 2023 <https://consultations.ag.gov.au/crime/modern-slavery-act-review/> [accessed 19 August 2025], 22-
23; Modern Slavery Act 2018, Section 16.
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Comparing the Australian MSHT state compliance rate with the 

UK one is difficult — while the UK government publishes data on 

the number of published modern slavery statements, it does not tell 

us what percentage of them comply with the Modern Slavery Act 

2015’s reporting requirements.279 Partly for this reason, a 2022 report 

by the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner recommended that 

a “large randomised study is conducted to assess the extent of non-

compliance”.280 

This improvement in compliance with Australian MSHT requirements 

has occurred despite the lack of penalties for non-compliance. While the 

Australian Government pledged to introduce an enforcement and civil 

penalties framework to provide a stronger incentive for complying with 

the Modern Slavery Act 2018, it has not yet done so.281 

Canada, meanwhile, has adopted an even stricter approach to 

addressing MSHT within supply chains. In contrast to the UK Modern 

Slavery Act 2015 and the Australian Modern Slavery Act 2018, which 

impose no penalties for non-compliance, Section 19 of the Fighting 

Against Forced Labour and Child Labour in Supply Chains Act 2023,282 

imposes a penalty of up to C$250,000 (approximately £120,000) for 

organisations failing to submit a statement. The same penalty also 

applies for submitting a false or misleading statement.283 Moreover, 

the Canadian legislation has a lower threshold for the size of the 

279  HM Government, “Data about the modern slavery statement registry”, undated <https://modern-slavery-
statement-registry.service.gov.uk/data-about-modern-slavery-statement-registry> [accessed 22 October 2025]. 
280  Emma Crates and Sir Bernard Silverman, “Linking to the modern slavery statement registry: An 
exploratory study of corporate behaviour”, January 2022, Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, <https://
antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/y3jbtmhw/linking-to-the-modern-slavery-statement-registry-an-
exploratory-study-of-corporate-behaviour-january-2022.pdf> [accessed 21 October 2025], 5.
281  Michael R. Littenberg and Samantha Elliott, “Australian government publishes response to Modern 
Slavery Act Review – Takeaways for U.S.-based multinationals”, Ropes & Gray, 9 December 2024, <https://
www.ropesgray.com/en/insights/viewpoints/102jqn4/australian-government-publishes-response-to-modern-
slavery-act-review-takeaways> [accessed 14 August 2025]; Australian Government, ‘Australian Government 
response to the review report of the Modern Slavery Act 2018 (Cth)”, December 2024 <https://www.ag.gov.
au/sites/default/files/2024-11/australian-government-response-review-report-of-modern-slavery-act-2018.
PDF> [accessed 15 August 2025], pp 27-28.
282  Government of Canada, “2024 fall economic statement: Reducing everyday costs and raising wages”, 
16 December 2024 <https://www.budget.canada.ca/update-miseajour/2024/home-accueil-en.html> 
[accessed 6 August 2025] p 157.
283  Fighting Against Forced Labour and Child Labour in Supply Chains Act (S.C. 2023, c. 9), <https://laws.
justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/F-10.6/page-2.html#h-1398044> [accessed 19 August 2025].
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organisation than the UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 — Canadian entities 

must submit statements if they satisfy two of three criteria: having at 

least $C20 million in cash (approximately £10 million); generating at 

least $C40 million (approximately £20 million) in annual revenue; or 

employing an average of 250 people.284

It is difficult to gauge the effectiveness of the Canadian legislation, 

which only came into effect at the start of 2024. It should be noted that 

not a single fine was issued in its first year of operation.285 However, 

given that approximately 40% of eligible UK businesses currently 

fail to submit MSHT statements,286 following the Canadian lead and 

legislating fines for non-compliance might create a stronger incentive 

for relevant companies to fulfil their statutory obligations.

Victim identification training: Netherlands
The Netherlands offers a strong example of good practice in consistent 

first responder training for victim identification. A key feature of 

its asylum policy is the comprehensive and standardised training 

provided by central government to police forces, including each 

regional police unit, detention centre staff, judges, front-line workers 

and prosecutors, with guidance on identifying potential trafficking 

victims embedded into all training programmes.287 This structured 

approach ensures a consistent level of awareness across multiple 

potential identification points. 

284  Public Safety Canada, “Reporting Obligations”, 2 June 2025 <https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/cntrng-
crm/frcd-lbr-cndn-spply-chns/rprtng-blgtns-en.aspx> [accessed 30 October 2025].
285  Public Safety Canada, “2024 annual report to Parliament on the Fighting Against Forced Labour 
and Child Labour in Supply Chains Act”, 18 February 2025 <https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/
pblctns/2024-frcd-lbr-spply-chns-prlmnt/index-en.aspx> [30 October 2025]. 
286  Brooks E. Allen et al, “UK Modern Slavery Act: The Future of Transparency in Supply Chains”, Skadden, 
Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom LLP and Affiliates, 19 September 2024 <https://www.skadden.com/insights/
publications/2024/09/uk-modern-slavery-act> [accessed 19 August 2025].
287  U.S. Department of State, “Trafficking in Persons Report 2018 – Netherlands”, June 2018 <https://www.
state.gov/reports/2018-trafficking-in-persons-report/netherlands> [accessed 30 October 2025]; Council of 
Europe, “Report concerning the implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on Action against 
Trafficking in Human Beings by the Netherlands (Second Evaluation Round)’, 18 July 2018 <https://rm.coe.
int/16806af624> [accessed 14 August 2025], 12.
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BOX 6.1. MSHT training in the Netherlands

MSHT training in the Netherlands is tailored according to profession 

and the degree to which each position within that profession 

interacts with MSHT victims, and is typically delivered by public 

training bodies.

For police officers, the training is conducted by the Netherlands 

Policy Academy, an agency of the Dutch police force. According to the 

2024 US State Department report on trafficking in the Netherlands, 

all new police recruits must undertake a module on human trafficking 

as part of their training.288 While information on the length, duration 

and cost of more specialist courses can be found on the Academy’s 

website, it appears to be lacking for the basic training modules. 

Beyond basic training, which is financed by the state,289 the 

Police Academy offers more intense specialist courses, such as the 

‘Investigation of Human Trafficking and Migration Crime’, which 

runs for 19 weeks, costs €6,625 and is aimed at those who investigate 

human trafficking cases.290 Finally, there are also shorter revision 

courses for non-specialist officers, such as the four-day, €2,228 

‘Knowledge Update Human Trafficking’ course targeted at officers 

specialising in human trafficking.291

288  US Department of State, “2023 Trafficking in Persons Report: Netherlands”, June 2023 
<https://2021-2025.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-report/netherlands/?safe=1> [accessed 28 
October 2025].
289  Netherlands Police, “Police training to become an officer”, undated, <https://kombijde.politie.nl/agent-
worden/overzicht-opleidingen/mbo-4/intro> [accessed 21 November 2025].
290  Netherlands Policy Academy, “Investigation of Human Trafficking and Migration Crime (2025)” 
undated, trans. by Google Translate <https://www.politieacademie.nl/opleidingen/overzicht-opleidingen/
b002001-002-2025> [28 October 2025] 
291  Netherlands Police Academy, “Knowledge Update Human Trafficking (2025)”, undated, trans. by Google 
Translate <https://www.politieacademie.nl/opleidingen/overzicht-opleidingen/b002257-002-2025> [accessed 
28 October 2025]; Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, “Evaluation report. 
Netherlands”, 9 November 2023 <https://rm.coe.int/greta-evaluation-report-on-the-netherlands-third-
evaluation-round-focu/1680ad38f2> [accessed 27 October 2025].
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Police officers are not the only ones who receive specialist 

training. In terms of judges, for example, the Netherlands Training 

and Study Centre for the Judiciary (SSR) provides one or two-day 

courses on modern trafficking.292 Additionally, some Dutch courts — 

arrangements for hearing MSHT cases vary across the Netherlands 

— specialise in human trafficking cases. The Amsterdam District 

Court, for example, has around 20 judges — out of the Court’s 180–

200 total judges — who hear MSHT cases. According to the European 

Commission, each of these judges receives specialised training from 

the SSR in the subject.293 Unfortunately, further details on the costs 

of the courses do not appear to be publicly available. 

This stands in strong contrast to the UK approach, which, as Chapter 

Four showed, suffers from variability in training and the frequent 

absence of a clear MSHT lead in first responder organisations.294

Implementing such a standardised and comprehensive training 

framework in the UK could help address the current inconsistencies in 

first responders’ ability to refer potential victims effectively. 

Long-term care for victims of MSHT: The US
Since 2000, the United States has had a T visa, or T non-immigrant 

status. This allows those who can establish that they are “more likely 

than not” victims of human trafficking,295 and who are physically 

present in the US, to live and work legally in the country for up to four 

years.296 The most crucial difference to the UK’s VTS which, as Chapter 

292  Group of Experts on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, “Evaluation report. Netherlands”, 32.
293  European Commission, “Netherlands: General information: situation on trafficking in human beings”, 
undated <https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/internal-security/organised-crime/together-against-
trafficking-human-beings/eu-countries/netherlands_en> [accessed 28 October 2025].
294  Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, “Stolen freedom”, 12, 61.
295  Homeland Security Department, Federal Register, 30 April 2024 <https://www.federalregister.gov/
documents/2024/04/30/2024-09022/classification-for-victims-of-severe-forms-of-trafficking-in-persons-
eligibility-for-t-nonimmigrant> [accessed 20 October 2025].
296  US Citizenship and Immigration Services, “Questions and Answers: Victims of Human Trafficking, T 
Nonimmigrant Status”, 18 March 2025 <https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/victims-of-human-trafficking-
and-other-crimes/victims-of-human-trafficking-t-nonimmigrant-status/questions-and-answers-victims-of-
human-trafficking-t-nonimmigrant-status> [accessed 30 October 2025].
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Four explains, is limited to 30 months, after which the victim must 

either switch to another visa or leave the UK, is that the T visa provides 

a pathway to lawful permanent residency after three years in T status 

or upon completion of the trafficking investigation or prosecution.297 

To qualify, applicants must demonstrate that they are victims of a 

severe form of trafficking (which includes sex trafficking and labour 

trafficking),298 have complied with reasonable requests from law 

enforcement to assist in the investigation or prosecution of traffickers 

(with exceptions for minors or those unable to cooperate due to 

trauma), and would suffer extreme hardship if removed.299 As well as 

providing financial assistance, therapy and settlement to victims, the 

T-Visa was intended to incentivise irregular migrants to cooperate with 

US law enforcement to help it tackle human traffickers.300 In 2024, the 

Biden Administration amended the T-Visa rules to permit trafficking 

victims to apply for government benefits while their visa application 

is being processed.301 

Each year, up to 5,000 principal T visas are available, though this cap 

has never been reached.302 In 2024, for example, it was the first time 

that over 3,000 T-visas were issued.303 

The US T-visa is not without its problems. The prospect of removal 

in the event of an unsuccessful T visa application, for example, deters 

some trafficking victims from seeking protection.304 Median processing 

297  US Department of Homeland Security, “T Visa law enforcement resource guide”, 3 May 2022 <https://
www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/document/guides/T-Visa-Law-Enforcement-Resource-Guide.pdf> [accessed 30 
October 2025], 13.
298  U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, ‘Victims of Human Trafficking: T Nonimmigrant Status’, , 
16 May 2025 <https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/victims-of-human-trafficking-t-nonimmigrant-status> 
[accessed 19 August 2025].
299  US Department of Homeland Security, “T Visa law enforcement resource guide”, iii.
300  American Immigration Lawyers Association, “T Nonimmigrant Visas: An Opportunity to Provide a Path 
Forward”, 10 January 2023 <https://www.aila.org/t-nonimmigrant-visas-an-opportunity-to-provide-a-path-
forward> [accessed 20 October 2025].
301  Ibid.
302  US Department of Homeland Security, “T Visa law enforcement resource guide”, iii.
303  Phi Do, “More human-trafficking survivors are seeking visas but face longer waits and risk deportation”, 
Los Angeles Times, 23 August 2025, <https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2025-08-23/more-human-
trafficking-survivors-are-seeking-visas-but-face-longer-waits-and-risk-deportation> [accessed 30 October 2025]. 
304  Julie A. Dahlstrom, “Trafficking and the Shallow State”, Boston University School of Law, November 2021 
<https://scholarship.law.bu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2151&context=faculty_scholarship> [accessed 30 
October 2025], 68-9.
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times have also increased substantially, from 5.9 months in the 2014 US 

fiscal year to 19.9 months in the current US fiscal year.305 

Despite its limitations, adopting elements of a T visa-style system 

would be a significant improvement over the UK’s current approach, 

which offers only limited and uncertain immigration relief — often 

temporary discretionary leave — leaving many victims in limbo and 

vulnerable to re-trafficking or destitution. 

Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated that there are international examples 

of MSHT legislation that have gone beyond what the UK has done. 

While some of these examples are new and not all of them are perfect, 

elements of them could be adapted to improve the UK’s MSHT and 

asylum policy architecture. 

The next chapter will propose original and credible policy 

recommendations — in part based on the success of such policies 

in other countries — to improve the way that the UK identifies and 

supports MSHT victims in the asylum system, as well as reducing any 

possible abuses of MSHT protections, however small in scale.

305  Do, “More human-trafficking survivors”.
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Chapter Seven: 
New policies

So far, this report has identified the leading problems with identifying 

and supporting MSHT victims in the asylum system. The report has 

also showcased some successful international examples of reducing 

these problems, which could provide lessons for policymakers here in 

the UK. In this chapter, we propose original and credible policies for UK 

central government to adopt to mitigate the problems of MSHT in the 

asylum system. 

Policy approach
The policy recommendations in this chapter flow from the following 

principles:

	z Focused on central government policies. The policies we 

propose to tackle problems with the protections available to victims 

of MSHT within the UK asylum system are focused on the powers 

and accountability of central government. Although considerable 

responsibility for identifying and providing support for victims 

of MSHT often rests with non-statutory first responders and local 

authorities, central government is still responsible for determining 

the legal framework for the conduct of statutory and non-statutory 

first responders. 

	z Balancing human rights protections of victims of MSHT 

in the asylum system with potential abuses of such 
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protections and high levels of irregular migration. Though 

this report did not find substantial or conclusive evidence that 

asylum seekers are abusing the NRM on a significant scale, the 

UK needs to balance commitments to genuine victims and honour 

its international human rights commitments at the same time as 

reducing any possible abuses of the system. This is especially in the 

context of high and growing levels of illegal immigration, which the 

public is clearly angry about.306

	z Reduces MSHT within the asylum system without 

imposing unsustainable financial burdens on government 

or businesses. Further measures to improve the position of 

MSHT victims within the asylum system should not necessitate 

large amounts of additional government spending, considering the 

tight fiscal situation the UK now faces.307 It should also not impose 

further costs on businesses, which have already been subjected to 

higher tax and social costs in recent years.308 

	z Improves consistency whilst supporting innovation in the 

support system available to victims of MSHT in the asylum 

system. As Chapter Five argued, there is a clear need for greater 

consistency in MSHT referrals by first responders. However, there 

should still be some room for first responders to innovate and tailor 

referrals based on individual circumstances.

Our policies are divided into five categories. First, the corporate 

failure to adequately address modern slavery in supply chains. Second, 

difficulties identifying MSHT victims within the asylum screening 

process. Third, long-term care for victims of MSHT exiting the NRM. 

306  Matthew Smith, “Is there public support for large-scale removals of migrants?”, YouGov, 5 August 2025 
<https://yougov.co.uk/politics/articles/52704-is-there-public-support-for-large-scale-removals-of-migrants> 
[accessed 28 October 2025].
307  Office for Budget Responsibility, “Public debt projected to exceed 270 per cent of GDP by the mid-2070s”, 
12 September 2025 <https://obr.uk/public-debt-projected-to-exceed-270-per-cent-of-gdp-by-the-mid-2070s/> 
[accessed 19 October 2025].
308  “Business tax changes for the 2025/26 year”, Gazette, 4 March 2025 <https://www.thegazette.co.uk/
companies/content/104344> [accessed 19 October 2025].
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Fourth, reducing any possible misuse of the Modern Slavery Act 2015.

Corporate failure to adequately address modern 
slavery in supply chains

Recommendation one: Extend Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act 2015 to require all public and private sector 

organisations with a turnover of greater than £36 million to 

publish a Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement on how 

to tackle MSHT in their supply chains.

As mentioned in Chapter Four, Section 54 of the Modern Slavery 

Act 2015 requires that private sector organisations with an annual 

turnover of over £36 million prepare and publish a Slavery and Human 

Trafficking Statement on their websites each year. These statements 

must include an outline of the steps an organisation is taking to reduce 

instances of MSHT in their supply chains. 

However, unlike the Australian Modern Slavery Act 2018, Section 54 does 

not also apply to public sector agencies. While the Labour Government has 

said it is “reviewing the scope and nature of the Section 54 legislation”, it 

is yet to firmly commit to extending Section 54’s scope to public sector 

agencies.309 Given that, according to its own figures, the public sector 

spends £400 billion on goods and services annually (there is no equivalent 

figure available for the private sector),310 this represents a substantial gap 

in the UK government’s efforts to reduce MSHT in supply chains.

We therefore recommend that central government amend Section 

54 of the Modern Slavery Act to require all organisations, both in the 

public and private sectors, with a turnover of over £36 million to submit 

plans on how to tackle MSHT in their supply chains.

309  Home Office, “Government response to Modern Slavery Act report”.
310  Ibid.
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Recommendation two: Amend Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act to introduce fines for organisations that fail to 

produce a Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement

Although official data is lacking, unfortunately, the Independent 

Review into the Modern Slavery Act 2015 estimated that “around 40% 

of eligible companies are not complying with the [Modern Slavery Act 

2015] legislation at all”.311 

Part of the problem, as also highlighted in Chapter Four, is the 

current lack of enforcement mechanisms. While Section 54 (11) of the 

Modern Slavery Act 2015 permits central government to apply for an 

injunction against non-compliant firms, there are no actual penalties 

for failing to publish a Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement.312 As 

Chapter Five discussed, this also puts the UK at odds with comparable 

jurisdictions, such as Canada, whose Fighting Against Forced Labour 

and Child Labour in Supply Chains Act 2023 imposes penalties of up to 

C$250,000 (approximately £120,000).313 

To create a more powerful incentive for firms to comply, we 

recommend that Section 54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 be amended 

to empower the government to fine non-compliant organisations.

Recommendation three: Amend Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act to oblige organisations to set out the steps 

taken to reduce MSHT in their Modern Slavery and Human 

Trafficking statements. 

As mentioned in Chapter Six, Section 54 (5) of the Modern Slavery Act 

2015 outlines suggestions for what steps organisations “may include” 

in their Slavery and Human Trafficking Statements. These suggestions 

include, but are not limited to, an organisation’s “policies in relation to 

311  Home Office, “Independent review of the Modern Slavery Act: final report (accessible version)”, 31 
December 2021 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-the-modern-slavery-
act-final-report/independent-review-of-the-modern-slavery-act-final-report-accessible-version> [accessed 30 
October 2025]. 
312  Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 54(11).
313  Fighting Against Forced Labour and Child Labour in Supply Chains Act (S.C. 2023, c. 9).
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slavery and human trafficking”, its “due diligence processes in relation 

to slavery and human trafficking in its business and supply chains” 

and “the training about slavery and human trafficking available to its 

staff.”314 However, as the phrase “may include” suggests, the statements 

are not required to include any of this information, the omission of 

which makes it more difficult to consistently evaluate what steps 

companies are actually taking to reduce MSHT in their supply chains. 

By contrast, as also mentioned in Chapter Six, Part 2, Section 11 of 

the Australian Modern Slavery Act 2018 does oblige firms to disclose 

the due diligence measures they have taken to mitigate identified risks 

of MSHT, as well as to monitor the effectiveness of these measures.315 

Accordingly, both to pressure firms to assess the steps they are 

taking to reduce MSHT in their supply chains, as well as to improve 

transparency and comparisons around the effectiveness of those steps, 

we recommend that the wording of Section 54 (5) of the Modern Slavery 

Act be amended from “may include” to “shall include”. 

Recommendation four: The government should conduct a 

large annual randomised study of compliance with Slavery 

and Human Trafficking Statements to assess the extent, and 

to facilitate the enforcement, of Section 54 of the Modern 

Slavery Act.

As discussed in Chapter Six, assessing the rate of corporate compliance 

with Section 54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015 is difficult owing to a 

lack of published data. While the UK government publishes data on 

the number of published modern slavery statements, it does not tell us 

what percentage of them comply with the Modern Slavery Act 2015’s 

reporting requirements.316 Existing requirements — which include the 

obligation for companies to publish their modern slavery statements on 

314  Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 54 (5). 
315  Modern Slavery Act 2018 (Cth), Part 2, Section 11.
316  HM Government, “Data about the modern slavery statement registry”, undated <https://modern-slavery-
statement-registry.service.gov.uk/data-about-modern-slavery-statement-registry> [accessed 22 October 2025]. 
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their websites or, if they do not have websites, to make them available 

upon written request within 30 days317 — are important for ensuring 

transparency, and monitoring the extent to which companies are taking 

their efforts to address MSHT seriously. 

Building on the call by the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner in 

2022 for a one-off study, we therefore recommend that the government 

conduct annual randomised studies to assess the extent of non-

compliance with Section 54 of the Modern Slavery Act 2015.318 Those 

companies identified as breaching their obligations, such as by failing 

to publish Modern Slavery and Human Trafficking Statements on their 

websites, should then be fined by government. If recommendation three 

is adopted, this would also include companies which fail to outline 

the steps they have taken to reduce MSHT in their supply chains.  

By significantly increasing the chances of non-compliance being 

identified, companies will therefore have a stronger incentive to take 

their anti-MSHT obligations more seriously. 

Difficulties identifying modern slavery victims within 
the asylum screening process 

Recommendation five: Amend the National Referral Mechanism 

(NRM) guidance: Adult (England and Wales) to mandate that all 

statutory first responder organisations appoint a dedicated 

Single Point of Contact (SPOC) for MSHT, responsible for 

handling NRM referrals, and that all individuals or teams 

in these SPOC roles must receive mandatory, specialist NRM 

training by government-approved providers.

The role and responsibilities of statutory and non-statutory first 

responders are set out in the National Referral Mechanism guidance: Adult 

317  Modern Slavery Act 2015, Section 54 (6), (7). 
318  Emma Crates and Sir Bernard Silverman, “Linking to the modern slavery statement registry: An 
exploratory study of corporate behaviour”, January 2022, Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, <https://
antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/y3jbtmhw/linking-to-the-modern-slavery-statement-registry-an-
exploratory-study-of-corporate-behaviour-january-2022.pdf> [accessed 21 October 2025], 5.
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(England and Wales).319 While they impose duties on first responders, 

such as identifying victims of MSHT, they also say that it is “for the 

[relevant first responder] organisation to decide how it will discharge 

these responsibilities”.320 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, this has resulted in widely diverging 

approaches to MSHT between first responder organisations. Further, 

the lack of a clear MSHT lead in many organisations has meant that 

many within them are completely unaware of their first responder 

responsibility under the Modern Slavery Act 2015.321 

To address this, we recommend that the National Referral Mechanism 

guidance: Adult (England and Wales) be amended to mandate all statutory 

first responder organisations appoint a dedicated Single Point of Contact 

(SPOC) for MSHT, responsible for handling NRM referrals, and that 

all individuals or teams in these SPOC roles must receive mandatory, 

specialist NRM training.

This approach offers several clear advantages over attempting to train 

every frontline officer or staff member within first responder organisations. 

As Chapter Four explained, SPOCs are already recognised as best practice 

in many police forces and local authorities. By concentrating specialist 

knowledge and responsibility in a dedicated role or team, organisations can 

ensure that NRM referrals are handled by staff with up-to-date expertise 

and the confidence to navigate complex cases, rather than relying on the 

variable and often limited knowledge of a large, dispersed workforce.

Mandatory training for SPOCs would ensure that those making 

critical decisions are equipped to recognise indicators of MSHT, 

understand the legal framework, and provide appropriate safeguarding 

and support. Moreover, SPOCs would be unable to commence their role 

until they had completed this training, meaning the organisation would 

319  Home Office, “National referral mechanism guidance”. 
320  Ibid. 
321  Human Trafficking Foundation, “Acting local: The need for modern slavery coordinators in local 
authorities”, January 2025 <https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/tebglejj/actingpluslocalplus
theplusneedplusforplusmodernplusslaverypluscoordinatorsplusinpluslocalplusauthoritiesplus-print.pdf> 
[accessed 19 October 2025], 5.
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not be complying with its Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement. 

This would reduce the risk of missed or poor-quality referrals, improve 

outcomes for victims, and help address the current ‘referral lottery’ in 

support provision caused by inconsistent local practice. 

Crucially, this is also more cost-effective and sustainable: training a 

smaller cohort of SPOCs to a high standard is far less resource-intensive 

than attempting to provide in-depth MSHT training to every frontline 

staff member, many of whom may encounter such cases only rarely.

As is currently the case in the Netherlands, this training would likely 

vary by occupation, with specialist courses targeted at, for example 

police officers or Home Office officials. It should also be carried out 

through accredited public bodies, such as the College of Policing, as is 

typical in the Netherlands, or by a list of approved NGOs. 

Moreover, the cost of any such training is unlikely to stretch first 

responder budgets too severely. For example, the charity Shelter 

currently offers a five-hour training course on MSHT for £160+VAT.322 

Even assuming a longer, more intense course targeted at SPOCs, the cost 

is likely to be reasonable. 

Recommendation six: The Home Office should commit to 

regularly publishing detailed NRM referral and outcome data 

for reasonable grounds and conclusive grounds decisions, broken 

down by local authority and first responder organisational type, 

and whether the individual has an active asylum claim.

While, as Chapter Four mentioned, the Home Office already publishes 

quarterly and annual NRM outcome data based on responder type — 

SCA or IECA — it does not provide any regional or first responder-

specific data. 

As Chapter Four explained, this makes it difficult to identify 

which first responders are working effectively and which are not 

322  Shelter, “Modern slavery and human trafficking”, undated <https://england.shelter.org.uk/professional_
resources/shelter_training/homelessness_applications/modern_slavery_human_trafficking_course> 
[accessed 30 October 2025]. 
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accurately referring and supporting victims of MSHT. By contrast,  

more granular, routinely published data would enable policymakers 

to identify regional trends, disparities in outcomes, and organisations 

and local authorities where intervention is most needed. By increasing 

transparency, it would also encourage competition between first 

responder organisations to improve their outcomes. 

Accordingly, we recommend that the Home Office should commit to 

regularly publishing such data.

Long-term care for victims of MSHT

Recommendation seven: The UK should introduce a dedicated 

visa for confirmed modern slavery victims, modelled on the 

US T visa. This would give victims four years of definite leave 

to remain and be subject to an annual cap of 2,000 people, 

to provide long-term protection for victims of MSHT and 

incentivise cooperation with law enforcement. 

As mentioned in Chapter Five, the US T visa allows a capped number 

— 5,000 per year — of victims of severe forms of trafficking to remain  

in the United States for up to four years, with eligibility for permanent 

residence if they meet certain conditions, such as assisting in investigations 

or prosecutions (with exemptions for those unable to cooperate due 

to trauma or age). T visa holders also gain access to employment  

authorisation, federal and state benefits, and can apply for derivative 

visas for family members, ensuring holistic support and stability.  

While detailed studies on the success of the US T-visa system are  

few, as Chapter Four discussed, being left without status increases the risk 

of re-trafficking.323 

This T Visa-type system contrasts with the UK’s current VTS system 

323  Kamena Dorling, “Without secure immigration status, trafficking survivors cannot recover from trauma. 
It’s time to change that”, Helen Bamber Foundation, 17 October 2024 <https://www.helenbamber.org/
resources/reportsbriefings/without-secure-immigration-status-trafficking-survivors-cannot-recover> [accessed 
20 October 2025].
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which, as discussed in Chapter Four, typically gives victims no more 

than 30 months temporary leave to remain in the UK, and which does 

not act as a pathway to ILR. 

We therefore recommend that the UK should introduce a dedicated 

visa for MSHT victims who have received a positive conclusive grounds 

decision, modelled on the US T visa. Mirroring the US scheme, this 

should provide definite leave to remain for four years. But reflecting 

the UK’s smaller population, the number of people issued the new visa 

should be capped at 2,000 per year and, reflecting the government’s 

impending plans to reform ILR,324 settled status should typically only 

be granted after 10 years of continuous legal residency in the UK, taking 

into account time on this adapted T visa.325 

Adopting such a visa would be a significant improvement over the UK’s 

current VTS system, which offers only limited and uncertain immigration 

relief, often leaving many victims in limbo and vulnerable to re-trafficking 

or destitution. It would also likely strengthen law enforcement efforts and 

prosecution rates by encouraging victim cooperation, as seen in the US. 

To ease public concerns about annual net migration levels, the number of 

such visas issued should be subject to an annual cap of 2,000.

Reducing misuse of the Modern Slavery Act 2015

Recommendation eight: Once recommendation five has been 

implemented, introduce a presumption that failed asylum seekers 

who are in detention and about to be removed are ineligible to be 

referred to the NRM and claim Temporary Permission to Stay for 

Victims of Human Trafficking or Slavery (VTS).

One of the common criticisms of the UK’s MSHT architecture is 

324  CJ McKinney and Melanie Gower “Changes to UK visa and settlement rules after the 2025 immigration 
white paper”, House of Commons Library, 14 October 2025 <https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-
briefings/cbp-10267/> [accessed 19 November 2025].
325  Home Office, “A Fairer Pathway to Settlement: statement and accompanying consultation on earned 
settlement”, 20 November 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/earned-settlement> 
[accessed 21 November 2025].
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that it is being abused to allow, in the words of then-Home Secretary  

Priti Patel MP, “dangerous foreign criminals, who are effectively pushing 

aside real victims, to go on to abuse the system for their own despicable 

means”.326 More recently, the current Home Secretary, Shabana 

Mahmood MP, pointed out that, between January and September 

2022, over 40% of those migrants held in detention pending removal 

were referred into the NRM.327 While substantiating the inference of 

widespread abuse with the existing evidence we have is difficult, the 

MSHT protections we have must be safeguarded against any abuses.

To counter any abuse of the NRM, where MSHT is simply being used 

as a backdoor route for failed asylum seekers to remain in the UK,328 

especially among those in detention and about to be deported, we 

recommend that failed asylum seekers in detention pending removal 

should be presumed ineligible for permission to be referred to the 

NRM and remain in the UK under the VTS scheme or be granted a 

new T visa. 

To reduce the likelihood of genuine MSHT victims emerging so 

late in the process and being disadvantaged by the new presumption, 

this presumption should only be introduced once all statutory first 

responder organisations have appointed a dedicated SPOC and have 

received mandatory, specialist NRM training by government-approved 

providers, as outlined in recommendation five above.

 By raising the threshold for a failed asylum seeker’s successful NRM 

referral and VTS claim, it should be possible to address any abuses 

while ensuring that genuine victims of MSHT can still access the 

necessary support.

326  House of Commons Debates, vol. 699, cols 716-17, 19 July 2021 (Priti Patel).
327  Home Office, “Restoring Order and Control”, 26.
328  See e.g. Migration Watch UK, “Abuse of modern slavery laws”: Home Office, “abuse of modern slavery 
protections”.
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Conclusion
A hidden but pervasive crime, MSHT is heavily connected to the 

UK’s asylum system. Unfortunately, despite the considerable focus 

on improving the asylum system more generally under successive 

governments, the UK’s Modern Slavery Act 2015 and, as this report has 

detailed, the process it established to process MSHT victims, the NRM, 

requires updating. 

The proposed policies in this report will not singlehandedly resolve 

the problems with and perceived abuses of the UK’s approach to modern 

MSHT within the asylum system. However, they will help to ensure that 

the UK better protects more genuine victims of MSHT in accordance 

with its international obligations, while also addressing the public’s 

legitimate desire to prevent abuses of our asylum and MSHT systems.




