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1. Relevance to SMEs
Modern slavery happens everywhere, including 
here in the UK. It operates in plain sight and 
could affect your business without you even 
knowing. It is crucial that all businesses, 
including SMEs, understand how they might be 
affected so that they can take steps to reduce 
the risk.

1.1 Risk and opportunities for your business
In 2015, the UK Government introduced the Modern Slavery Act. Section 54 
of this Act, Transparency in Supply Chains, established the requirement for all 
businesses that earn more than £36 million in annual revenue to produce a 
modern slavery statement that outlines what steps they have taken to prevent 
modern slavery. Although the requirement to publish an annual modern slavery 
statement does not apply to SMEs, modern slavery prevention still poses both a 
risk and an opportunity for your business.

The risk
Without taking the appropriate precautions, modern slavery can occur on your site without you 
even knowing. If this happens, your reputation can be negatively affected, and you might find 
your business caught up in an investigation.

You are probably aware of the alleged cases of modern slavery occurring in Leicester apparel 
factories in 2020, where multiple SMEs were caught up in a labour exploitation scandal. 
However, scandals can affect businesses who never intended to cut corners or take advantage 
of workers but are still unwittingly exposed.

Case study 
An agriculture company operating in Warwickshire found itself affected by modern slavery 
when the prosecution of the UK’s largest modern slavery network revealed that two victims 
had worked on their farms. 

The victims had been employed by licensed labour providers, with one working for one day 
on the farm and the other for a couple of weeks. The farmer expressed his regret for not 
being able to identify and support them. This criminal network affected numerous companies, 
ranging from national chains to SMEs, in multiple sectors such as agriculture, warehousing, 
manufacturing, and recycling. 

All of these companies were unaware of the exploitation happening on their site. 
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The opportunity
Modern slavery prevention also presents an opportunity for SMEs, providing another way for 
companies to distinguish themselves from their peers and demonstrate the values their business 
embodies.

Supplying to large businesses
•	 Many large companies that must publish modern slavery statements are 

requiring their suppliers to report on what measures they are taking to 
prevent modern slavery, enabling the company to mitigate its supply chain 
risk. 

•	 Some of these companies are also including ethical performance into their 
scoring criteria during supplier selection. 

•	 By requiring larger companies to act on the risk of modern slavery in their 
supply chains, the Modern Slavery Act has ensured that it pays to be a 
business that upholds high standards and can provide evidence of such.

Supplying to the public sector
•	 The UK Government is also requiring more from its suppliers, with the 

Government extending the duty to publish modern slavery statements to 
public sector bodies including Government departments, local authorities, 
and police forces.  

•	 This means that SMEs supplying to the public sector will need to 
demonstrate what they have done to prevent modern slavery. 

•	 Additionally, from January 2021, all Government contracts will include a 
scoring criterion that measures how bidders deliver social value.  Therefore, if a business can 
demonstrate they meet best practice modern slavery mitigation, they will be highlighting their 
social value priorities and increase their chances of winning public contracts.  

•	 Combining this emphasis on modern slavery prevention and social value in public supply chains 
with the UK Government’s strategy to increase procurement from SMEs to 33% by 2022, it is clear 
that SMEs that can demonstrate that they have the steps in place to prevent modern slavery will be 
putting themselves ahead of their peers.

In short, by making small changes to how you operate, you can both reduce the risk of  
modern slavery occuring in your company and win more business by demonstrating your values.  
It is a win-win situation.

A comparison to health and safety
When health and safety first became 
mandated for all companies, it took 
businesses time to understand what was 
required and how to implement it. At first, 
some companies led the way with best 
practice setting an example for others, whilst 
others lagged behind and mistakes were 
made. 

Fast forward to the present day, health 
and safety has been fully naturalised into 
business practice, with companies following 
best practice without needing to overthink 

it. Taking the necessary steps has become 
second nature. 

We believe that over time, the same will be 
true for modern slavery prevention. It might 
appear burdensome or challenging now, 
but by understanding the small changes you 
need to make, you can be ahead of the curve. 
Like health and safety precautions, modern 
slavery prevention requires three key steps: 
identifying the risk, taking steps to mitigate 
that risk, and reporting on these steps. In this 
toolkit, we provide you with practical guidance 
on how to make this process second nature in 
your business.
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1.2 Understanding modern slavery
Modern slavery is an umbrella term that was adopted by the UK Government in 2015 to coordinate 
the prevention and prosecution of four crimes: slavery, human trafficking, forced labour, and domestic 
servitude.

All incidents of modern slavery include two basic elements (1) the deception or coercion of an 
individual (2) for the purpose of exploitation.

Victims can be exploited in various ways, but crucially for businesses, the majority of cases involve 
the use of labour exploitation. Victims are either forced or deceived into working whilst the person 
who controls them gains financially. It can occur in legitimate businesses, with the controller on or off 
site, or in criminal business operations.  They might be forced to work long hours without breaks, be 
housed in inadequate accommodation, have little contact with the outside world, or have their wages 
taken away from them.

Human traffickers do not necessarily use chains to control their victims, instead, they employ hidden 
and psychological tactics. Victims might have their passports taken from them or be forced to pay 
their wages into someone else’s bank account. They might owe a debt to their trafficker for their 
recruitment costs, accommodation, or travel and feel unable to leave until they pay it back. Victims or 
their families might be threatened with violence if they try to escape, or the victims might be unable to 
ask for help due to not speaking English.

Sectors and industries commonly identified as high risk for labour exploitation in the UK include:

•	 Warehouses and distribution
•	 Construction
•	 Fishing and shellfish gathering
•	 Cleaning and facilities services
•	 Food processing and packaging
•	 Agriculture
•	 Apparel and textiles (including footwear)
•	 Hand car washes
•	 Social care
•	 Beauty services (including nail salons)
•	 Hospitality, catering and food service
•	 Recycling and waste
•	 Manufacturing and electronics
•	 Security services

  Human Trafficking
  Slavery
  Forced Labour
  Domestic Servitude

Modern 
Slavery
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2. Assessing your 
company’s risks: 
In this section you will be able to 
self-assess your business’s modern 
slavery risk, determined by your 
economic sector and the composition 
of your workforce.

As a growing business looking for opportunities to become a supplier of bigger companies 
or the Government, it is important that you know how your business is exposed to modern 
slavery so that you can target your mitigation. 

The below table offers a simple method of assessing your risk. As you read through the 
conditions, tick any that apply to your business.

Table 1: Assessing your risk

1. YOUR INDUSTRY TYPE Selection

Agriculture  

Apparel and textiles (including footwear)  

Beauty services include nail salons  

Cleaning and facilities services  

Construction  

Fishing and shellfish gathering  

Food processing and packaging  

Hand car washes  

Hospitality, catering and food service  

Manufacturing and electronics  

Recycling and waste  

Security services  

Social care  

Warehouses and distribution  
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