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found that victim identification was inconsistent and sometimes ineffective 
with some victims being arrested as offenders due to their immigration sta-
tus.145 It also stated that “a focus on immigration status of both victims and 
offenders has been a recurring theme throughout this inspection”.146 

A March 2019 investigation on this issue conducted by the charity Hestia 
identified the same problem, with victims, support providers and lawyers 
describing their experience with cases where the police prioritised immi-
gration enforcement over identification of modern slavery offences and 
assistance to victims.147 Findings from this report were submitted as the 
first ever modern slavery super-complaint, a mechanism designed to draw 
attention to systemic issues affecting police in England and Wales, which 
is currently being reviewed by HMICFRS. Karen Staunton, caseworker at 
Duncan Lewis Public Law explained: “In almost all of these cases, the police 
completely ignored any trafficking indicators and focused on [the victims] 
instead as immigration absconders”.148 She continued:

“In one instance, one of our clients self-reported to a police station 
saying that he had been trafficked to the UK and forced to work. He was 
not referred into the National Referral Mechanism […] but was instead 
referred to Immigration Enforcement and shipped off to detention the 
next day.”149

 Karen Staunton, Duncan Lewis Public Law

When police are seen to enforce immigration, or to help the Home Office do 
so, victims are unlikely to come forward when they experience exploitation, 
hampering the force’s ability to identify and prosecute offenders. HMICFRS 
shares this view, having alerted UK police forces that “focus on immigration 
meant opportunities for gathering intelligence or developing investigations 
were being missed.”150 It also plays into the hands of exploiters who often 
tell victims that no one will believe them if they report and that they will get 
in trouble.

“Instead of being identified and protected as victims, the vast majority of 
our clients are treated as immigration offenders. Ending up in prison or 
immigration detention serves only to reaffirm traffickers’ assertions that 
victims will not be believed by the system. This in turn makes victims less 
likely to disclose details of their trafficking, which could help the authorities 
to locate and prosecute their traffickers. This means that victims are less 
likely to receive the support and assistance that they need and to which 
they are entitled and puts them at significantly increased risk of being 
re-trafficked.”

Ahmed Aydeed, Duncan Lewis Public Law

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES TO IDENTIFY EXPLOITERS AND SUPPORT VICTIMS

Victims rarely self-identify as ‘victims of modern slavery offences’ and in 
many cases they consider the severity of their situation as a necessary 
hurdle they must endure in order to continue providing for themselves and 
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“
In almost all of these 
cases, the police 
completely ignored 
any trafficking 
indicators and 
focused on the 
victims instead 
as immigration 
absconders.”
Duncan Lewis Public Law

“
Ending up in prison 
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detention serves 
only to reaffirm 
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be believed by the 
system. This in turn 
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details of their 
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authorities to locate 
and prosecute their 
traffickers.”
Duncan Lewis Public Law
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