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“You blame yourself for existing.”
Victim of Criminal Exploitation (Albanian) 

“You blame yourself because if you 
didn’t trust the wrong people or have 
a need like addiction, homelessness, 

money you would not get caught up in 
the situation.”

Victim of Criminal Exploitation (Caribbean) 

27 Underground Lives: Male victims of modern slavery

Future prospects
Our research found that having a criminal record 
often prevented victims of exploitation from accessing 
criminal compensation. Clients with a criminal record 
were more likely to be denied leave to remain and find 
themselves subject to removal.27

For victims whose identity was used for financial crime, 
this may have a far-reaching impact on their ability 
to get a bank loan, a mortgage or receive a pension. 
Having a criminal record can also have a  
long-term impact on a victim’s long-term education 
and employment prospects. 

“One of my clients was forced into 
working with false documents and 

then stealing mobile phones and stuff. 
She got indefinite leave to remain but 

she really wanted to be an accountant. 
Having gone to university and got  

a degree she found she couldn’t apply 
to the regulatory body because of  

her conviction.”
Solicitor 

Having a criminal record 
can also have a long-term 
impact on a victim’s
long-term education and
employment prospects
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Victims are often perceived
as criminals first and
foremost; their vulnerabilities
that led to their crimes are
often ignored

CONCLUSION

“I want to be able to have normal life 
where I can build a family with my 

partner, work in a good job and  
stay safe.” 

Victim of criminal exploitation 

It is clear from our report that we are failing victims 
of criminal exploitation. All too often those who have 
been abused and exploited, often for many years, find 
themselves punished again if they manage to escape 
or are picked up by the police. Frequently victims are 
misunderstood - seen as criminals first and foremost. 
Far too many are being sent to prison which has a 
long-term and often life-changing impact on both their 
wellbeing and their future. This has to stop. 

Key to overcoming these challenges is developing 
understanding, particularly amongst the police and 
legal professions, of how victims are recruited and how 
to spot those who are being abused. Ironically, criminal 
gangs and traffickers often know more about the legal 
defences, such as Section 45 of the Modern Slavery 
Act, than the police or legal services do. 

It is important that we take action now to address 
some of the problems within the current system. As 
the economic impact of Covid-19 begins to impact 
communities across the UK and beyond, we know 
that traffickers and criminal gangs will be ready to take 
advantage of the vulnerable. They will not wait to take 
action so neither should we. 

And if we work together there are things we can 
do that will lead to positive change. By developing 
training for police and legal professionals, improving 
the identification and recording of those affected by 
criminal exploitation and encouraging more effective 
safeguarding, we can and will have an impact. 

While the challenges are considerable and require a 
multi-agency response, now more than ever it is  
crucial that we understand and support victims of 
criminal exploitation.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Improve data and insight about criminal exploitation 

in the UK

 ■ For the Home Office to:

 | Review data collection on criminal exploitation 
in the UK, including addressing issues with 
under-reporting or misclassification 

 | Share data insight on criminal exploitation in 
the UK to better understand the models of 
exploitation and inform prevention efforts;

2. Improve training and awareness among key 
professionals

 ■ For the Home Office to:

 | Develop guidance on criminal exploitation for 
first responders 

 ■ For the College of Policing to:

 | Develop and roll-out training for all police 
forces on recognising vulnerabilities to criminal 
exploitation and on Section 45 Defence

 ■ For the Solicitors Regulation Authority to:

 | Issue guidance on the use of the Section 45 
Defence of the Modern Slavery Act;

3. Ensure services are designed to support victims of 
criminal exploitation

 ■ For the Home Office to:

 | Ensure the new ‘safe spaces’ provision, due 
to be provided as an entry point for individuals 
being supported through the National Referral 
Mechanism, directly meets the needs of 
victims of criminal exploitation

 ■ For local authorities to:

 | Implement a contextual safeguarding 
approach to preventing criminal exploitation.
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At Hestia we support adults and children in times of crisis.

We deliver services across London and the surrounding regions, as well as campaign 
and advocate nationally on the issues that affect the people we work with. For 50 
years, Hestia has provided support and hope every step of the way of recovery.

Last year we supported 10,766 men, women and children.

This includes victims of modern slavery, women and children who have experienced 
domestic abuse, young care leavers and older people. From giving someone a home, 

to helping them to get the right mental health support, we support people at the 
moment of crisis and enable them to build a life beyond a crisis. We are supported by 
nearly 600 volunteers across London who provide specialist skills such as art therapy, 

yoga, IT, gardening and cooking, as well as befriending and fundraising.

Together, we can make sure people find a life beyond crisis. 
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