
Essex truck deaths: why are so many Chinese and Vietnamese 

being trafficked to the UK? 

 

 The discovery of 39 dead migrants in a refrigerated truck in Britain highlights a rise in 

modern slavery cases featuring Chinese and Vietnamese victims 

 Those figures are the tip of the iceberg. Many more are hidden in the shadows of illicit 

cannabis farms, nail bars and brothels 
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The discovery of the frozen bodies of 39 trafficked migrants in a refrigerated truck in an industrial 

park on the Thames Estuary last week has shone the spotlight on a rise in the number of people being 

trafficked to the UK from China and Vietnam. 

Vietnamese featured in more of the modern slavery cases referred to Britain’s National Crime Agency 

in 2018 than any other nationality bar British and Albanians, with 702 cases. At the same time, the 

number of Chinese victims soared by 50 per cent with 451 Chinese people passed on to the agency in 

2018, including 17 children, up from 293 in 2017, putting China now in fourth place. 

These figures are only the tip of the iceberg; those that come to the attention of the authorities. 

Thousands more are hidden in the shadows of illicit cannabis farms, nail bars and brothels. 

At least 25 of the eight women and 31 men who died having entered the UK through the small cargo 

port of Purfleet in Essex have now been identified as coming from Vietnam, many from the same 

village in the north of the country. The nationalities of the others have still not been ascertained. 

The driver of the lorry carrying the refrigerated mass coffin, Maurice Robinson, 25, was charged on 

Monday with the manslaughter of the 39 victims as well as conspiracy to assist unlawful immigration 

over the past ten months. He was also charged with two counts of money laundering, including one 

count of concealing criminal property and one count of acquiring criminal property. 

Robinson, who came from a tight knit hard-line protestant community in County Armagh in Northern 

Ireland was, the court heard, part of a “global ring” of people smugglers. He was remanded in custody 

and will appear at London’s Old Bailey court in November. Several other arrests have also been 

made. 

Essex police declined to confirm that the few documents found on some of the bodies were fake 

Chinese passports. However, the fact police initially identified the victims as Chinese has raised 

questions of involvement of triad gangs and snakeheads. 

“The Chinese government attaches great importance to this case,” Beijing’s spokesman for the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs said on Sunday. “Our relevant departments are working in close 

collaboration. We hope the British side will confirm the identity of the victims as soon as possible, 

find out what happened, bring those responsible to justice and properly handle the aftermath.” 

The Chinese and Vietnamese embassies are both working closely with the UK police, as are the 

Belgian police. Robinson picked up his human cargo in the Belgian Port of Zeebrugge. 



Police meanwhile, have appealed directly to the Vietnamese community in the UK to come forward 

with any information that may help the inquiry. 

“I am telling all the journalists and the police the same thing. I don’t know. But I want to know,” said 

Duc Tuan, coordinator of the Vietnamese Luncheon Club in Poplar East London where around 30 

elderly refugees, most of them who came to the UK as boat people following the end of the Vietnam 

civil war gather to play mahjong. 

“They [the trafficking victims] don’t want to talk to us. They never come to us to ask for help. Why 

do people choose to go to England? I myself ask that question all the time.” 

One of the reasons could be the UK’s liberal economy, making it easy to rent property, or start 

businesses as well as comparatively restrictive drugs policies compared to other EU countries. 

Just up the road from the church where the luncheon club was held, through the frosted windows of 

the “Flawless Nails and Beauty Bar” on the Commercial Road, a couple of Vietnamese women can be 

seen buffing the toe nails of an African man in traditional robes. 

Indeed, charities have been warning for years of trafficked Vietnamese kept as virtual prisoners in 

houses across the UK converted into cannabis farms. Those women in nail bars may earn more, but 

they are in effect still in bonded labour to the smugglers. They are aware their situation is illegal, and 

are unwilling or unable to go to the authorities. 

Earlier this month police in Rochdale in the north of England rescued three Vietnamese children aged 

15 to 17, tending marijuana plants in squalid conditions. Officers believe they had been forbidden 

from leaving the house. The gangmasters have not yet been caught. 

People smuggling, and the associated drugs and illegal sex trades are multibillion-dollar businesses in 

the UK. The journey from Vietnam to Europe costs between US$10,000 and US$40,000 according to 

the report, Precarious Journeys, published this year by anti-slavery charities. This amount was 

confirmed by journalists on the ground with families of some of the 39 deceased in North Vietnam. 

As international investigators try to piece together the international criminal network that drove the 39 

young Vietnamese to their deaths, the government announced it was sending more immigration 

officers in the UK and Belgium. However, immigration lawyers say the whole system is corrupt and 

broke. Huge cuts in the numbers of police officers over the past ten years of Conservative government 

have not helped. 

“If we want to honour those that have lost their lives in such tragedies we need to sort out our broken 

system that would have failed these individuals even if they had survived,” said Shalini Patel, a 

lawyer with Duncan Lewis Public Law who represents trafficking victims. 

“We do not see enough convictions of traffickers for exploitation in brothels, nail bars, cannabis 

houses but the majority of the victims I represent have spent considerable time in detention centres 

after all that they have suffered at the hands of the traffickers. They are criminalised for being 

victims.” 

Patel has represented a number of Chinese women, trafficked to the UK to work in massage parlours 

and brothels. Chinese women are now the largest group in female immigration detention with 420 

detained in 2018, according to the Home Office. 

Most of them are taken to Yarls Wood Immigration Detention Centre in Bedfordshire, run by the 

multinational services company Serco, which also runs Hong Kong’s Cross Harbour Tunnel. 

“All of my Chinese clients have travelled on a plane to the UK once the loan sharks have obtained 

fake visas and passports for them,” said Patel. 



“The cost of the journey is added to the vast amount of debt that they already owe and that they will 

be expected to pay back via services they are forced into on arrival and on route to the UK.” 

She said a large part of the problem was the lack of safe and legal routes for migrants. “It is our duty 

as a country to ensure these journeys are safe and people are not exploited to come to the UK in such 

horrendous situations where they end up dead.” 

For Tuan, there are also other smaller things that could be done. “Why doesn’t the government set up 

a helpline or something,” he said. “It costs around £2,000 to make an asylum application. The Home 

Office has the money. Why don’t they just make a film to tell people in Vietnam what it is really like 

so they won’t come?” 

 

This article appeared in the South China Morning Post print edition as: Grim cargo puts spotlight on 

trafficking in people 

 


