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Debate: Tenth anniversary of the Modern Slavery Act, 27 March 2025 

Slavery in Business Supply Chains 

The Modern Slavery Act 2015 was a significant step forward in the fight against modern slavery.  

However, ten years since the Act was passed there remains much to do to prevent modern slavery, 

protect victims and pursue offenders.  At the time the Modern Slavery Act was world-leading in 

respect of businesses’ responsibilities for reporting their response to modern slavery.  However, it 

has not had as much impact as had been hoped and other jurisdictions have since introduced 

more comprehensive regulatory frameworks. The UK risks being left behind and becoming a 

dumping ground for goods produced through forced labour. 

1. Modern slavery is still a significant risk in UK business supply chains 

• The 2023 Global Slavery Index estimated that the UK annually imports US$26.1 billion products at 

risk of being made using forced labour. Of these, the five most valuable are: garments (estimated 

US$10.1bn), electronics (estimated US$14.7 bn), fish, textiles, and timber.1 

• Other reports reveal forced labour in global suppliers to the UK of seafood, textiles, fruit and 

vegetables, and processed tomato products, among others.2 UK public procurement is also at high 

risk: 21% of NHS suppliers were identified as at ‘high risk’ of modern slavery in December 2023.3 

• There is much greater awareness of state-imposed forced labour (not least in the Uyghur region of 

China described as the world’s largest such system) and the particular challenges for businesses in 
conducting due diligence in this context.4 Leading brands across the automotive, fashion, retail and 

information technology sector5 and solar technology have been identified as high risk.6 

2. Limitations of the Modern Slavery Act section 54 

• The UK was seen as a global leader when it introduced section 54 of the MSA requiring companies 

with a turnover of more than £36 million to produce an annual statement on activities to address 

modern slavery in their supply chains.  

• When section 54 was introduced, Ministers set out a clear desire to prevent goods produced with 

forced labour being sold in the UK.7 However, section 54 only requires businesses to report action 

on forced labour in supply chains not to take action. Reporting no action complies with the Act. 

• Awareness and action on forced labour in supply chains have increased among UK businesses. 

However, the need for significant improvement in business conduct remains.  
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• Many companies have reported little meaningful proactive action or long-term plans to address 

modern slavery.8 There have also been high rates of non-compliance (40% in 2021) and no 

enforcement action through injunctions or administrative penalties.9  

3. Other global approaches: Mandatory human right due diligence and import controls 

• Transparency alone is insufficient to change corporate behaviour. Since 2015, a number of 

jurisdictions including partners in the EU and G7 have introduced measures going beyond the Act.  

• Mandatory human rights due diligence (mHRDD) laws have been passed in a number of countries 

and the EU.10 Researchers have concluded that although evidence is limited mHRDD holds “greater 

promise of catalysing comprehensive and effective change in corporate practices”11 and “especially 

of those falling behind in the voluntary adoption of human rights due diligence.”12  

• The USA has led the way with import controls and the EU also adopted them in 2024.13 Import 

controls prevent goods produced abroad through forced labour being traded into a domestic 

market.14 They can support responsible businesses undercut by unscrupulous competitors and 

provide leverage in negotiations with suppliers on labour rights. 

4. Recommendations 

• Previous governments indicated an intention to strengthen section 54 including adding 

mandatory reporting requirements and specific penalties for non-compliance, but no changes 

have yet been made.15  We welcome the forthcoming updated guidance accompanying section 

54.16 However, guidance alone is inadequate to ensure compliance and as set out above 

transparency rules alone have proven insufficient to change corporate activity.  

• We welcome the Government’s commitment to “assess the best ways to prevent environmental 
harms, modern slavery and human and labour rights abuses in both private and public sector 

supply chains, including effective due diligence rules” and “monitor the effectiveness of the UK’s 
existing measures, alongside the impacts of new policy tools that are emerging”.17  

• We recommend the Government move swiftly with new legislation so the UK is not left behind 

and to ensure a level playing-field for businesses. This should include (a) urgently 

strengthening section 54 including mandatary reporting requirements and meaningful 

penalties for non-compliance, (b) establishing a framework for the transparent imposition of 

import controls18 and (c) introducing mandatory human rights due diligence legislation. 

For briefings on other aspects of modern slavery or more information contact:  

Louise Gleich, Policy Research and Advocacy Lead: louise.gleich@justiceandcare.org 
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