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What is the Modern Slavery Act?

Modern slavery involves knowingly enforcing slavery, servitude, or forced compulsory labour. Human 
trafficking with a view to exploiting persons is also incorporated by the Modern Slavery Act as a modern 
slavery offence.  The consent of those held in slavery, servitude or forced compulsory labour does not 
preclude prosecution for such offences.

The Modern Slavery Act was introduced in 2015 to consolidate existing efforts to combat slavery 
and human trafficking in the UK. The Act includes a number of new civil mechanisms enforceable 
against traffickers and introduces an independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner. The Act also includes 
Transparency in Supply Chain Provisions which require effected organisations to publish annual 
statements on what steps they have taken to identify and eliminate modern slavery from their business 
and supply chains. Legislators expect organisations to build on their statements annually. However, while 
businesses are required to publish a statement, there is no legal obligation on entities to take any action.  
Effected businesses may simply issue a statement reporting that no steps have been taken. The incentive 
for businesses to take action is largely reputational.

 
How will the Modern Slavery Act affect my business? 

• Will it affect my business?

The Modern Slavery Act’s Transparency in Supply Chains obligations will only affect commercial 
organisations with an annual net turnover of £36 million or more which supply goods or services 
and carry on business or have a “demonstrable business presence” in the UK. Annual turnover will 
be calculated taking into account that of subsidiaries. For more information on which businesses are 
affected by the Modern Slavery Act including guidance regarding franchise models click here. 

Commercial organisations will meet the Act’s threshold conditions or not regardless of their purpose. For 
instance, UK based charities with commercial activities producing a net turnover of over £36 million must 
comply.

• How will it affect my business?

A large proportion of affected organisations have already issued their first statutory statements. However, 
businesses have up to 6 months after their financial year-end to issue them. Businesses with a year-end 
of 31 March 2016 were the first to be required to publish a statement. Businesses meeting the above 
threshold conditions with a financial year-end between January 2017 and 30th March 2017 will not have 
yet passed the deadline for issuing their first statements. This is in addition to businesses meeting the 
threshold conditions for the first time.

Statements must be approved at board level and signed by a company director (or equivalent, 
dependent on organisation model) and published within 6 months of current year end on an 
organisation’s website, on or with a prominent link to it on the home page of the website.

For offences within the UK, organisations are advised to report incidents to the police and refer victims 
to specialist services. Outside of the UK, government guidance suggests organisations work with 
suppliers to improve circumstances for workers. 

The government has issued guidance that while a slavery and human trafficking statement is only obliged 
to publically state steps taken against modern slavery in supply chains, it is encouraged that it discloses 
all relevant information. This could include: internal policies, processes and training for preventing 
modern slavery offences in supply chains, performance indicators on the effectiveness of such and 
referencing to the organisation’s corporate social responsibility policies. It is expected that in early years 
statements will indicate that organisations are just beginning their investigations, but now, as many 
businesses have and will be issuing their second annual statements, legislators and interest groups alike 
will be hoping to see more detail and reporting of incidents.  The Business and Human Rights Resource 
Centre (BHRRC) recently published a report on the progress of the Modern Slavery Act. Click here for 
more details.



The quantitative financial damage of a statement that no steps have been taken to eliminate modern 
slavery may cause is unclear, and is likely highly dependent on the nature of a business. It has not been a 
popular approach however, because of the associated reputation risk. 

If an organisation fails to make a statement in compliance with the Act, theoretically they may receive 
an injunction from the Secretary of State demanding compliance. Subsequently the business could be 
held in contempt of court for failure to satisfy this and face an unlimited fine. The government has made 
clear though that it is hoping stakeholder pressure will ensure compliance without the need for civil 
proceedings. Crucially, legal compliance only requires that a slavery and human trafficking statement 
states the steps taken or that no steps have been taken, and that it fulfils the aforementioned formalities 
as to approval and publication. 

What is the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce position on the Modern 
Slavery Act?

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce is opposed to all forms of modern slavery and support 
the principles behind the Modern Slavery Act (2015). The overwhelming majority of businesses we work 
with are ethical, civic businesses who would want to eliminate modern slavery from their supply chains. 
The Act encourages and opens discussions regarding raising ethical standards, while taking of extensive, 
costly steps to do so is ultimately voluntary.

However, in order for this to be effective, businesses must have access to the support and guidance they 
need to make it work. For many businesses, particularly in relation to international supply chains, it will 
be a challenge to identify issues, influence suppliers and know who to report suspected offences to. 

Businesses have been hit by a raft of upfront costs and additional regulatory burdens in recent months. 
It is essential that the Government works to ease administrative and input cost burdens on businesses, 
not add to them. We would urge the Government to consider in their entirety all reporting requirements 
facing businesses before creating new or extending existing requirements.

 
How can the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce help?

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce will continue to keep our members informed about 
developments with the Modern Slavery Act through briefing papers such as this and ChamberLink 
Daily News articles (click here to subscribe). GBCC members concerned about their obligations under 
the Modern Slavery Act can access advice via a free legal helpline. Speak to your relationship manager 
for more details. Businesses can find Government guidance on complying with the Modern Slavery Act 
summarised here.
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