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Human trafficking and modern slavery are global issues which require 
a global response. Worldwide, the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) estimates there are 50 million people trapped in modern slavery.1 
In the UK alone, there are estimated to be 100,000 victims of modern 
slavery.2 

The UK has a part to play in the global response to modern slavery: leading 
by example in strengthening domestic legislation to ensure greater access 
to justice for survivors of modern slavery in the UK. 

The introduction of the UK’s Modern Slavery Strategy in 2014 followed by 
the Modern Slavery Act in 2015 made clear the UK Government’s intention 
to prioritise the eradication of human trafficking and modern slavery and 
positioned the UK as a leader in the global fight.

The Modern Slavery Act provided a strong foundation for increasing the 
identification and support of survivors and prioritising the prosecution of 
offenders. 

However, human traffickers are opportunistic and are constantly adapting 
their methods and looking for new ways to exploit vulnerable individuals. 
So too, must the UK legislation continue to evolve to ensure victims are 
properly identified and supported – and offenders held to account. 

Human trafficking remains a low risk, high profit crime. The National Crime 
Agency estimates there are at least 6,000-8,000 offenders involved 
in modern slavery in the UK.3 However, in 2020, there were only 89 
prosecutions and 10 convictions for modern slavery as the ‘principle 
offence’- and only 331 prosecutions and 49 convictions on an ‘all offence’ 
basis.4 

Offenders continue to operate in the UK without any real fear of being 
held accountable for their crimes. They continue to exploit vulnerable 
individuals, confident they will not be successfully prosecuted or forced to 
pay compensation to their victims.

IJM believes that prioritising access to justice for survivors in upcoming 
legislation would seek to address these low prosecution and conviction 
rates and ensure that survivors are properly cared for following their 
exploitation.

1 Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage, International Labour 

Organisation, Walk Free and International Organisation for Migration, 12 September 2022

2 A Path to Freedom and Justice: a new vision for supporting victims of modern slavery, CSJ and 

Justice and Care (February 2022) 

3 National Strategic Assessment of Serious and Organised Crime 2021 National Crime Agency

4 2021 UK Annual Report on Modern Slavery
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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
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
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2021-uk-annual-report-on-modern-slavery/2021-uk-annual-report-on-modern-slavery-accessible-version#:~:text=In%202020%2C%2089%20defendants%20were,low%20of%2010%20in%202020.


Access to Justice

Throughout IJM’s work worldwide, our teams have seen first-hand that when 
survivors of slavery and violence have access to justice, not only do we see 
better long-term outcomes for those individuals, but the overall prevalence of 
exploitation is reduced. 

Following the latest report from the Group of Experts on Action against 
Trafficking in Human Beings (GRETA) on evaluating the UK’s implementation of 
the European Convention Against Trafficking (ECAT), it has been recommended 
that the UK Government, “take further steps to facilitate and guarantee access 
to justice for victims of human trafficking.”5 GRETA makes clear, “Victims 
of human trafficking, by virtue of their status as victims of crime and 
victims of human rights violations, have the right to access to justice and 
effective remedies for any harm committed against them.” 6 

Access to justice must be survivor-centred with upcoming legislation drafted 
to address the needs and priorities identified by survivors.  IJM believes 
that securing justice for survivors means equipping them to establish an 
independent life with reduced vulnerability to exploitation, whilst ensuring there 
is accountability for their traffickers. By placing the welfare of survivors at the 
centre of our collective response, facilitating access to justice, we will see fewer 
people trapped in cycles of exploitation and more traffickers held to account. 

IJM’s recommendations for improving access to justice fall into three categories: 
victim support, compensation and accountability. IJM’s definition focuses on 
the needs of survivors – whilst simultaneously addressing the need to increase 
accountability for offenders. 

1.  Victim Support: Access to support including trauma-informed 
care, safe accommodation and legal advice to help survivors establish 
their confidence and independence.

For survivors of modern slavery, leaving their situation of exploitation is only 
the first step in their journey towards recovery. Survivors need a package of 
support to help them take steps towards re-establishing their confidence and 
independence.

Article 12 of ECAT requires each State party to adopt measures to “assist victims 
in their physical, psychological and social recovery.”7 This requires, at least, 
appropriate and secure accommodation, emergency treatment, counselling and 
information as to their legal rights. This minimum standard of support is essential 
for survivors to have the stability they need as they take steps towards their 
recovery. 

5  Committee of the Parties to the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in 

Human Beings Recommendation CP/Rec(2021)07 on the implementation of the Council of Europe 

Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings by the United Kingdom

6  Evaluation Report UK, Third Evaluation Round, ‘Access to justice and effective remedies for victims 

of trafficking in human beings,’ GRETA (20 October 2021).

7  Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (ECAT)
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https://rm.coe.int/recommendation-on-the-implementation-of-the-council-of-europe-conventi/1680a4e8d0
https://rm.coe.int/greta-third-evalution-report-on-the-united-kingdom/1680a43b36
https://rm.coe.int/greta-third-evalution-report-on-the-united-kingdom/1680a43b36
https://rm.coe.int/168008371d


IJM has developed the Assessment of Survivor Outcomes (ASO) tool as a valid 
and reliable tool for measuring progress toward recovery and outcomes for 
survivors who are recovering from various forms of violence and exploitation. 
The ASO tool measures safety, legal protection, mental wellbeing, economic 
empowerment and education and social support and physical wellbeing.

Once an individual receives a positive conclusive grounds decision, which 
means they have gone through the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) and 
have been confirmed as a victim of modern slavery, it is essential that they 
receive at least 12 months statutory support. 

More than 13 frontline support providers working directly with victims have 
highlighted, “the support currently provided to survivors of human trafficking 
and modern slavery is not meeting recovery needs. Government funded 
support ends abruptly and too early and there is little information or data as 
to what happens to survivors in the longer term. The current situation leaves 
survivors with little realistic opportunity to rebuild their lives, with some 
ending up destitute, vulnerable to further harm or even being re-exploited.”8 

A minimum of 12 months support is also essential to provide survivors with 
the time they need to begin to process and disclose what has happened to 
them. It can take time for survivors to trust police and law enforcement, and to 
be in a position to assist with police investigations. During consideration of the 
Nationality and Borders Act the Government committed to providing 12 months’ 
support to confirmed victims, with further details to be set out in guidance.9 IJM 
recommends this commitment is put on a statutory footing to provide survivors 
with certainty and stability as they take steps to recover. 

Survivors must also have confidence that they will be able to access this support 
and that their immigration status, or crimes which they have been forced to 
commit as a result of their exploitation will not prevent them from receiving 
assistance. For those survivors who are not from the UK, they must also have 
certainty that they will not be subject to immigration enforcement. 

Providing a comprehensive package to meet the individual’s needs, which offers 
a guarantee of long-term assistance, is also critical to help reduce survivors’ 
vulnerability to re-trafficking or other harm.

Survivors who are given the necessary support are also more likely to engage 
in the criminal justice process. Support for survivors provides the foundation, 
without which other individual or Government objectives, such as increasing 
prosecution and conviction rates, cannot be achieved.

In situations where survivors return to their home voluntarily, safeguards should 
also be in place to ensure continuity of care - to prevent them going missing at 
a time of critical vulnerability and to prevent re-trafficking.

8  Human Trafficking Foundation et al Supporting Adult Survivors Of Slavery To Facilitate Recovery 

And Reintegration And Prevent Re Exploitation March 2017 p.1

9  Nationality and Borders Bill Second Reading (House of Commons) 8th December 2021.
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/599abfb4e6f2e19ff048494f/t/599eecad6b8f5beb34c029a1/1503587519916/Long+term+survivor+support+needs+March+17+FINAL.pdf
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https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2021-12-08/debates/63B3AE86-2989-449D-97A5-EF78C8DC79CA/NationalityAndBordersBill


2.  Compensation: Access to a mechanism by which survivors are able 
to claim compensation to provide the financial ability to establish their 
independence and reduce risk of further harm, whilst also tackling the 
financial proceeds of trafficking.

Access to compensation is an essential aspect of securing justice for survivors 
and accountability for traffickers. Many survivors face considerable financial 
hardship as they seek to establish an independent life, with financial difficulties 
often being a factor which may have contributed to their vulnerability to 
exploitation in the first place. 

Article 15 of ECAT states that parties are to adopt measures which guarantee 
compensation for human trafficking in accordance with national law.10 The 
2014 Protocol to the 1930 Forced Labour Convention, Article 4, further states 
that, ‘Each Member shall ensure that all victims of forced or compulsory labour, 
irrespective of their presence or legal status in the national territory, have access 
to appropriate and effective remedies such as compensation.’ 11 

In practice, a recurring challenge for IJM’s European Anti-Trafficking 
Programme, which focuses on cross border trafficking between Romania and 
the UK, has been the difficulties in accessing compensation for survivors. 

One of IJM’s clients, Antonia* has been the exception to this, having 
successfully been awarded significant compensation through the Criminal 
Injuries Compensation Act. Antonia is a young Romanian woman who was 
trafficked to London for sexual exploitation and suffered brutal abuse. 
Accessing compensation is a significant win, because although it’s vitally 
important, it is not very common for survivors of trafficking to receive 
compensation. Antonia now lives with family members who rely on her for 
support. She recently lost her job, so this award will help her take the steps 
she needs to find new employment and begin to rebuild her life. 

Survivors like Antonia, often face multiple challenges in accessing compensation, 
which include but are not limited to:

 ¡ Lack of legal clarity: Current means of accessing compensation 
requires lawyers to adopt a patchwork approach of pursuing claims 
for several wrongs committed against the survivor- for example 
harassment or breach of contract. There is a lack of legal clarity – 
there is no single law to which survivors can point in order to claim 
compensation.

 ¡ Lack of access to Legal Aid advice: Compensation claims attract a 
significantly lower remuneration rate compared with other areas of law. 
This makes it difficult for legal aid providers to undertake trafficking 
compensation claims. As a result legal advice can be hard to access, 
and a ‘postcode lottery’ has emerged with some regions with very little 
legal expertise in trafficking. Legal Aid also isn’t available for claims 
made to the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority (CICA). 

10  Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (ECAT)

11  Protocol of 2014 to the Forced Labour Convention, 1930

* Pseudonym
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https://rm.coe.int/168008371d
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 ¡ Barriers in accessing CICA: Survivors of modern slavery face a 
number of difficulties in accessing compensation via CICA, including: 
the unspent conviction rule, modern slavery not being considered 
a crime of violence, cooperation with criminal investigations, and 
difficulties in proving loss of earnings.

 ¡ Time limits: An application to CICA must be made within two years of 
the criminal injury suffered. This can be challenging for survivors as 
they may not be aware of this avenue for claiming compensation, or 
they may not be in a position to submit an application owing to trauma 
and lack of legal aid assistance.

 ¡ Perception: Survivors of trafficking are known to have been advised 
by criminal prosecutors not to claim compensation in order to avoid 
accusations that they are simply pursuing the case for financial gain. 

 ¡ Challenges upon return home: There are additional challenges 
regarding awareness and the ability to navigate the process of 
claiming compensation when survivors have returned to their home 
country.

It is essential that these issues are resolved to enable survivors to effectively 
claim the compensation they both need and deserve. Compensation orders 
must also be enforced in order to effectively address the low risk and high 
profitability of modern slavery in the UK.

In response to the challenges identified, IJM recommends the creation of a civil 
remedy for human trafficking to ensure a streamlined mechanism for survivors to 
claim compensation. This remedy would work to complement existing remedies.

Whilst compensation cannot undo the harm caused to survivors, it can provide 
them with the resources they need as they begin their recovery journey, whilst 
also reducing their vulnerability to re-trafficking. Access to compensation 
would simultaneously tackle the financial incentive and proceeds of trafficking - 
holding traffickers to account financially for the harm caused. In order to make a 
new civil remedy accessible and effective, it must be accompanied by enhanced 
access to legal aid advice.
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3.  Accountability: Ensure that traffickers are held accountable 
through prosecution and survivors are supported to engage and stay 
engaged with the criminal justice process.

A key component of access to justice for survivors is for their offenders to be 
held accountable for their crimes.

IJM’s European Anti-Trafficking Programme has to date supported 21 
convictions of human traffickers in the UK.

Police and prosecutors must be equipped with the resources necessary to 
restrain and bring offenders to justice and increase protection for those at 
risk. IJM supports the Modern Slavery Bill’s aim to “strengthen the operation of 
Slavery and Trafficking Prevention Orders (STPOs) and Slavery and Trafficking 
Risk Orders (STROs)” which will place conditions on an individual, to prevent and 
disrupt modern slavery crimes and better protect victims.12 STPOs and STROs 
are useful tools which the police can employ to further protect those at risk from 
further harm.

Long-term support for survivors and accountability for offenders also go hand-
in-hand. When survivors are properly supported, they are better equipped to 
engage with the justice system, assist with investigations and even provide vital 
evidence against their traffickers. This in turn, would see an increased number 
of convictions, helping establish the UK as a hostile context for traffickers to 
operate and creating a deterrent for future offenders.

However, survivors who were exploited in the UK but who choose to return 
home often face additional challenges- not only in accessing support, but in 
remaining engaged with investigations and prosecutions continuing in the UK. 
Many lose touch with UK law enforcement and vital evidence is lost.

A significant existing gap identified by IJM’s European Anti-Trafficking 
Programme is the lack of support for survivors who are providing evidence from 
overseas – for example from Romania. 

When the survivor is acting as a prosecution witness in criminal proceedings 
against their offender or offenders, they receive no support when giving 
evidence via live link from overseas. Survivors will often also face challenges 
with the language barrier, making it even more important that they receive 
support when undertaking interviews and giving evidence.

Victim testimony is key to securing more convictions, yet the ability to give 
evidence is significantly impaired once a survivor returns home. This will have a 
detrimental impact on the quality of evidence that the survivor, acting in isolation 
of any witness support provider, is able to provide in criminal cases.

Comparatively, witness support is available to survivors who would be giving 
evidence via similar video link methods from elsewhere in the UK- for example 
under special measures where the witness gives evidence from a dedicated 
live-link site outside the court building.13  

12  Queens Speech 2022

13  gov.uk/going-to-court-victim-witness
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Opportunities for Reform

Having identified existing gaps in the UK response, it is essential that current and 
upcoming legislation is informed and shaped by survivors’ needs and steps are 
taken to ensure access to justice for survivors is prioritised - and criminals are held 
accountable for their crimes.

Modern Slavery Bill

The Modern Slavery Bill is set to “strengthen the protection and support for victims 
of human trafficking and modern slavery.” 14

In order to do so, IJM recommends the following:

I. Legislating to ensure the Modern Slavery Act is read in line with the Council of 
Europe Convention on Action Against Trafficking (ECAT). 

II. Empowering survivors by guaranteeing protection from deportation and 
providing access to a continuum of care as they rebuild their lives. 

III. Creation of a civil remedy to enable survivors to claim compensation. 

IV. Ensuring survivors have access to pre-NRM legal advice and throughout the 
process of recovery.

V. Enacting the 12 months’ support commitment for all adult victims with a positive 
conclusive grounds decision, with 12 months leave to remain for those with 
irregular immigration status to enable them to access this support.

VI. Strengthening the operation of STROs and STPOs.

Victims Bill

The Victims Bill which was introduced in the last parliamentary session is a key 
piece of legislation which can increase the support given to survivors to enable 
them to engage with the justice system. 

The purpose of the Victims Bill is to “improve the end-to end support for victims of 
crime so they get the support needed to cope and recover from the impact of crime 
and feel able to engage and remain engaged in the criminal justice system.”15

IJM recommends the Victims Bill:

I. Guarantees survivors of crime have access to trauma-informed support and 
protection to engage with the criminal justice system wherever they give 
evidence. 

II. Extends witness support rights to survivors giving evidence from overseas.

III. Extends the provision of Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs) to 
survivors of modern slavery. 

IV. Introduces safeguards to enable survivors to report crime without fear that 
insecure immigration status will be to their detriment.

14  Queen’s Speech 2022

15  Draft Victims Bill Explanatory Notes
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