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“Some forms of Modern Slavery have their roots in history and cultural practices, but 
others can be seen as a response to the new economic relationships that have emerged 
over the last thirty years. Fighting it requires a multi-pronged approach: it is about 
better laws and stronger enforcement, but it is also about greater better incentives for 
those willing to lead by example. The issue of public procurement is critical: in most 
countries it is worth at least 20% of GDP. As well as being a law maker, government is 
also a powerful economic actor and can drive change through thousands of companies 
down complex supply chains.
 
Therefore, it is highly concerning that so many of the largest companies in the first 
tier of supply for central and local government in the UK are not even fully compliant 
with the basic requirements of the 2015 Modern Slavery Act. This report has revealed 
a shocking wrong that must be righted immediately. We will only be successful in 
fighting slavery at home and around the world if we walk our own talk and lead by 
example. Now is the time for all purchasing managers in the public sector to require 
their suppliers to respect existing UK law and for law-makers to consider what more 
needs to be done to make our current legislation more effective.”

John Morrison
Chief Executive
Institute for Human Rights and Business 

Foreword



In 2017, UK central government awarded over £52 billion in new contracts for the 
delivery of vital public services and infrastructure projects. These contractors, many 
of whom are private corporations, build or run projects of national importance, 
with taxpayers’ money, such as railways, prisons, warships, utilities and homes. The 
majority of these companies, both domestic and international, have large and highly 
complex supply chains which stretch around the globe. Amidst growing awareness that 
modern slavery currently exists on an unprecedented scale1,  there is an increasing 
recognition that these businesses face considerable exposure to human rights 
violations. Given this context, how confident are we that the UK’s vital public services 
and infrastructure projects are not contributing to modern slavery?
 
A joint Sancroft-Tussell examination into the modern slavery reporting of central 
government’s top 100 suppliers, accounting for £27.5 billion of government 
contracts, reveals a stark reality. Of these 100 companies, 90 have published a 
modern slavery statement. On the one hand, this could be interpreted positively, 
demonstrating at minimum an awareness of the law. This statistic, however, blurs a 
more important concern about credible reporting and action. Firstly, only 58% of 
statements produced were legally compliant. And secondly, a statement alone is not 
commensurate with a company taking effective steps to eliminate modern slavery in its 
operations and supply chains.

This report explores how central government’s top contractors are facing up to the 
challenge of identifying and addressing modern slavery. It analyses the modern slavery 
reporting performance of the top 100 suppliers to central government, ranked by the 
value of contracts won by them in the calendar year 2017. It goes on to set out the 
business case for companies to do more to eliminate modern slavery in their operations 
and supply chains, providing guidance to business on where, how, and why they should 
be taking effective action to manage modern slavery risk. It also touches upon the role 
of central government in incentivising better performance by businesses.  

Analysis of performance was guided by the legal compliance of each modern slavery 
statement, and the degree to which the statement responded to the six suggested 
reporting areas as outlined in the Modern Slavery Act (MSA) itself.  An overarching 
trend was the wide variance in both legal compliance and quality of published 
statements.

Executive Summary



• Poor legal compliance: Over 40% of the top 100 suppliers failed to meet the basic 
legal requirements of the Modern Slavery Act.

• Lack of understanding regarding law and management practices: In some cases 
companies had failed to understand the Modern Slavery Act itself, as well as what was 
meant by policy, due diligence and other important terms. 

• Stronger reporting on organisational structure and policy architecture: Of the 
six recommended reporting areas, organisational structure and policies were where 
companies performed best. 

• Absence of risk assessment and/or identification: There was a lack of 
understanding about the nature of modern slavery as a complex and for the most part 
hidden crime, evidenced by some companies neglecting the existence of any modern 
slavery risk in their business.

• Failure to measure performance: Companies put greater emphasis on future, and 
as yet undetermined, progress, than seeking to understand the effectiveness of current 
policies and processes in place. Only twelve companies referenced key performance 
indicators (KPIs)  in place to quantitatively measure performance. 

Addressing modern slavery should be a top priority for all businesses, particularly for 
those receiving taxpayers’ money. Partly because it is ethically the right thing to do, 
especially when using public funds and delivering public goods. And partly because 
addressing modern slavery is increasingly shown to make good business sense. Despite 
the latter, our analysis overwhelmingly found that government suppliers can, and 
should, be doing much more.

Key findings



1. Ensure compliance with UK law , as well as navigate and manage an emerging body 
of global legislation;

2. Increase competitive advantage; having a strong modern slavery statement, with 
robust policies, action plans and KPIs, serves to enhance an organisation’s reputation 
as a responsible business;

3. Improve security and resilience of supply,  through understanding and mitigating 
risks and building stronger, more transparent relationships with suppliers; 

4. Breakdown organisational silos, through the establishment of a cross-functional 
team to work on modern slavery, and the wider responsible sourcing agenda;

5. Manage risk  by raising organisational awareness and knowledge about modern 
slavery and how to tackle associated risks. 

Looking to the future, government suppliers, and businesses in general, must continue 
to evolve their approaches to modern slavery. At a time when large government 
suppliers are under increasing scrutiny, companies have a responsibility to ensure 
that they are compliant with the MSA, and that they are reporting transparently and 
comprehensively on progress. 

At Sancroft, we hope that this report inspires business in general, and government 
suppliers in particular, to challenge themselves to be ambitious and to do more to 
contribute to the elimination of modern slavery. Not only because it is the right thing 
to do, but because we are confident it positions organisations for even greater success.  

Effective modern slavery reporting helps a business to:



Sancroft, a leading sustainability consultancy, and Tussell, the 
authoritative source of data on UK government contracts, have teamed 
up to produce the first Sancroft-Tussell Report on ‘Eliminating modern 
slavery in public procurement’. The report takes the approach that 
business can, and should, be at the forefront of tackling modern slavery 
and human trafficking. It aims to help increase and accelerate the efforts 
of central government’s top contractors to more effectively manage risks 
of modern slavery in their direct operations and supply chain. It does 
not focus on naming and shaming; rather it highlights the steps taken to 
date, shines a spotlight on how even more can be done, and provides a 
baseline by which progress can be measured and tracked in the future. 

For contractors, we offer insight and practical guidance to help 
companies improve their own modern slavery reporting and practice. 
We set out the case for why doing more than simply complying with 
minimum legal requirements not only delivers the greatest potential 
for change for people vulnerable to modern slavery, but also supports 
sustainable business growth. 

For government, we explore the role of central government in 
encouraging and incentivising its top suppliers to lead the way in 
identifying and mitigating modern slavery risks in the UK and abroad. 

The Sancroft-Tussell Report adds an additional perspective to the 
modern slavery debate at a time when large government suppliers are 
under increasing scrutiny. The fall-out following Carillion’s collapse 
has only intensified this, with calls for greater transparency in public 
procurement. For many government contractors, given their size, 
complex supply chains and the sectors in which they operate, modern 
slavery represents a real risk – and one these companies have a 
responsibility, and ability, to address.

Introduction



The report takes 
the approach that 
business can, and 
should, be at the 
forefront of tackling 
modern slavery and 
human trafficking.



Commentators have described modern slavery as a defining crime of contemporary 
times. Assessments reveal the stark reality that modern slavery is growing and 
currently exists on an unprecedented scale. 

The UN has reported that modern slavery is the second-largest criminal industry in 
the world2. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has placed annual profits 
from forced labour at $150 billion and estimated that there are as many as 40 million 
victims of modern slavery globally3. Despite widespread misconceptions, modern 
slavery is not something which is geographically remote; it is estimated that there 
are between 10,000 and 13,000 victims of modern slavery in the UK4. As with all 
hidden problems however, proper assessments are challenging, and many estimates are 
believed to be conservative5.

An umbrella term used to encapsulate the offences of slavery, servitude and forced 
or compulsory labour; and human trafficking. It covers instances where one person 
deprives another person of their liberty, in order to exploit them for personal or 
commercial gain. Examples of modern slavery include:

Forced labour
People are forced to work against their will under the threat of some form of 
punishment.

Human trafficking
The crime of buying and selling people, or making money from work victims are 
forced to do.

Debt bondage
People are forced to work in order to pay back a debt or loan

Context

What is Modern slavery



The Sancroft-Tussell Report adds an additional 
perspective to the modern slavery debate at 
a time when large government suppliers are 
under increasing scrutiny



In March 2015, the UK government introduced the Modern Slavery Act (MSA), 
marking the formalisation of its modern slavery strategy into legislation and 
positioning the UK as a first mover in this space. There is at present a proliferation of 
proposed and enacted hard laws similar to the UK’s Modern Slavery Act across many 
different jurisdictions, including France, the Netherlands, California and Australia. 

The UK Modern Slavery Act seeks to enable law enforcement to more effectively 
tackle this crime. It aims to consolidate and clarify modern slavery offences, toughen 
penalties and prosecution and introduce greater support and protection for victims. 
Perhaps the best-known provision of the MSA is Section 54, the Transparency in 
Supply Chains provision. This encompasses a legal requirement for commercial 
organisations with operations in the UK, turning over in excess of £36 million 
annually, to publish an annual Slavery and Human Trafficking Statement. This 
statement should report on the company’s efforts to identify, prevent and mitigate the 
risk of modern slavery in their commercial operations and supply chain. This provision 
is critical to the intention of the Act; to encourage corporate accountability and 
proactivity, to make supply chains more transparent for consumers and civil society, 
and to push for a movement towards the eradication of modern slavery.

The Modern Slavery Act



According to data from Tussell, in 2017 the wider public sector issued contract awards 
and frameworks with a lifetime value of £220 billion to third-party providers, mostly 
in the private sector. This huge contract value – equivalent to over 10% of annual UK 
GDP – was shared among 22,472 separate suppliers. 

Private sector companies are increasingly involved in the delivery of services across 
health, education and social care, as well as large infrastructure and construction 
projects. Those with an annual turnover of more than £36 million are obliged to 
publish an annual modern slavery statement. The way such companies respond to 
this responsibility to produce a modern slavery statement is of significance for three 
reasons:

1. The importance of leading by example
2. Growing public scrutiny
3. Modern slavery as an endemic risk

The first relates to the  necessity of leading by example. In April 2017, Parliament’s 
Joint Committee on Human Rights recommended that “if the government expects 
business to take human rights issues in their supply chains seriously, it must 
demonstrate at least the same level of commitment in its own procurement supply 
chains”6. Responding credibly to the Modern Slavery Act’s reporting requirements is 
closely tied with calls for advancements in corporate transparency and disclosure. This 
holds particular importance for government suppliers in the current climate where 
their integrity and conduct are being closely and publicly examined. 

Secondly, there is growing attention to how taxpayers’ money is being used. It is 
reasonable for citizens to expect that their taxes are not funding or contributing to 
illegal activities of any kind. Budgets are expected to be managed responsibly by those 
government departments accountable for spending it on essential public goods and 
services. By this rationale, it is also reasonable to expect that any company being paid 
by the government should be able to adequately demonstrate they are not only legally 
compliant with the MSA but they have also done their utmost to eliminate modern 
slavery from their operations and supply chains.

The Modern Slavery Act’s intersection with 
public procurement 



Thirdly, compounding the point above, many of the government’s top suppliers are 
often associated with a higher risk of modern slavery. This is both on the basis of 
the sectors in which they operate, and also the size and complexity of their supply 
chains. For example, construction is included as a key sector for slavery as identified 
by the UK’s National Crime Agency7. The European Union found that construction 
was number two on the list of economic sectors in the EU most prone to labour 
exploitation8. There are multiple reasons why the construction industry is vulnerable 
to modern day slavery9. One is its high demand for low-skilled, manual and low-waged 
work. Another is the prevalence of contracting and sub-contracting practices, and 
frequent use of temporary agency workers hired via recruitment or labour providers. 
Moreover, a number of these workers are migrants, a group the ILO has identified as 
particularly vulnerable to modern slavery. It is therefore notable that more than 50% 
of the central government’s top 100 suppliers by contract award value are classified as 
‘construction and real estate’. 

Additionally, the UK’s public procurement systems are frequently dominated by large 
contractors with extensive, and internationally reaching, supply chains. These supply 
chains can be highly complex, stretching across many countries and continents that 
have varying degrees of regulation, transparency and rule of law, all of which can 
increase exposure to risk of modern slavery. In many cases, regardless of what sector 
the company itself participates in, its supply chain can come into contact with modern 
slavery risks. Such risks can be around the corner or on the other side of the world.



Identifying the top 100

This report analyses the performance of the top 100 suppliers to central governmenti , 
ranked by the value of contracts won by them in the calendar year 2017ii. This is based 
on the total lifetime contract value (“TCV”) awarded in that period (not annualised 
spend)iii.  

The top 100 ranking was provided to Sancroft by Tussell, the authoritative source 
of data on UK government contracts. Tussell gathered this information from official 
procurement notices published by the wider public sector on Contracts Finder 
and Tenders Electronic Daily (TED).  This “open data” is collected by Tussell 
programmatically and then normalised to make the aggregate data measurable and 
comparable. Tussell gathers information on the suppliers’ annual turnover from 
Bureau van Dijk, with any gaps in private company reporting filled with data from 
Bloomberg, DueDil and Companies House. Tussell’s definition of central government 
is based on a supplier classification licenced from Oscar Research.

Each supplier was further classified by Tussell into one of 12 sectors: Transportation; 
IT; Energy and Utilities; Real Estate and Construction; Aerospace and Defence; 
Health, Pharmaceuticals and Biotech; Recruitment and Employment; Education 
and Social Work; Business Services; Wholesale and Distribution; International 
Development; and Telecommunications.

 i For the purpose of this report, we simply use the term top 100 central government suppliers.  

 ii The data pertains to the top central government suppliers for a twelve-month period beginning January 1, 
2017. The data is accurate as at February 12, 2018. Any contract awards and frameworks awarded in 2017 that 
were published after 12 February 2018 are not captured in this analysis.

iii These contracts include both actual contract award value and estimated framework value issued by central 
government buyers. The top 100 suppliers are ranked by the combination of actual award value and estimated 
framework value issued by Central Government buyers. Frameworks are essentially preferred supplier 
lists: agreements between a contracting authority and a group of suppliers that set out the terms of future 
procurement ‘call-offs’. The reported value of frameworks is not guaranteed and is the maximum amount that 
could be issued to all suppliers over the course of the agreement. The value of a framework to each supplier is 
estimated by dividing this maximum amount equally between all of those listed on the agreement. Furthermore, 
the suppliers listed constitute entities at both a subsidiary and group level. A total of six joint-ventures are also 
included, in cases where the combined award and estimated framework value won by the joint-venture itself was 
large enough to put it in the top 100 suppliers.

Methodology



Sancroft examined each company in the top 100 and their response to the UK Modern 
Slavery Act (MSA). The most recent version of each company’s modern slavery statement 
was identified and collected in January 2018 from either their website, or the Business & 
Human Rights Resource Centre Modern Slavery Registry10. Analysis of performance was 
guided by:

1. Determination of a statement’s legal compliance
Sancroft used the below criteria to assess whether a statement conformed to the minimum 
requirements of the MSA, as outlined by the Home Office:

i. Signature: Statements had to be approved by the board and have the signature of a person 
with appropriate seniority (i.e. Director), accompanied with their name and title. Statements 
with only the name and title of an individual with appropriate seniority, but without 
signature, also satisfied requirements. A title or signature alone was not sufficient.
ii. Website: A link – clearly labelled as relating to modern slavery – directing to the 
statement or a landing page for the statement had to be on the company’s homepage. A link 
to the statement within a drop-down menu on the homepage of the company’s website was 
also considered sufficient.

 
2. The quality of the statement
Sancroft evaluated statements using criteria included in the Modern Slavery Act guidance 
published by the Home Office11, while also taking into account broader human rights 
frameworks, such as the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, alongside 
its own organisational expertise. Specifically, Sancroft considered how well organisations 
disclosed information against the six suggested reporting areas covered by the Modern 
Slavery Act12, namely:

a. the organisation’s structure, its business and its supply chains; 
b. its policies in relation to slavery and human trafficking; 
c. its due diligence processes in relation to slavery and human trafficking in its business and 
supply chains; 
d. the parts of its business and supply chains where there is a risk of slavery and human 
trafficking taking place, and the steps it has taken to assess and manage that risk; 
e. its effectiveness in ensuring that slavery and human trafficking is not taking place in its 
business or supply chains, measured against such performance indicators as it considers 
appropriate; 
f. the training and capacity building about slavery and human trafficking available to its staff.

Analysing the top 100



Addressing modern slavery should be a top 
priority for all businesses, particularly for 
those receiving taxpayers’ money.



Of the top 100 central government suppliers, 93 exceeded the £36 million threshold, 
making them legally required to publish a modern slavery statement. Only three of 
these 93 failed to produce a modern slavery statement. While it is of course positive 
that 97% of eligible companies have published a statement, this statistic cannot be 
taken at face value. 

Central government’s top 100 suppliers

Central government suppliers required to 
report under the Modern Slavery Act

Companies with no requirement to report 
under MSA

No statement published

Companies required to report under MSA

Statement published (non-compliant)

Statement published (compliant)

Performance of the top 100 suppliers: 
Modern slavery reporting 

7

3

93

37

53



For all available statements, we conducted a high-level analysis, using the six 
recommended reporting areas of the Act. 

Organisational structure
Almost all 90 statements included information on organisational structure, both in 
terms of an organisation’s business and supply chains. 

Policies
Information on policies was found in the majority of statements, though the term 
was not always used correctly. This demonstrated that those companies did not fully 
understand what a modern slavery policy is or their value in managing modern slavery 
risks. For example, some statements had sections entitled ‘policies’ but these sections 
simply included generic statements about correct employee conduct, rather than 
referencing existing policy architecture.

Due diligence processes
Almost half of statements failed to either indirectly or directly reference modern 
slavery due diligence processes, such as audits, supplier questionnaires or mandatory 
supplier self-assessments. 

Identification of risk
Performance here was variable. One third failed to identify areas of modern slavery 
risk, with particularly weak statements dismissing the existence of risk altogether. 
While areas of risk were identified in approximately two thirds of statements, failure to 
disclose the assessment process by which risks had been identified, or the steps taken 
to mitigate a particular risk, was common.

Measuring performance
This represented the weakest area of performance. Half of statements produced did 
not address this at all. Some statements made commitments to assess performance 
in the future, but did not define what this would entail. Only 12 companies directly 
referenced key performance indicators they have in place to quantitatively measure 
action and progress on modern slavery.

Training and capacity building
Most statements referenced training, though very few demonstrated specific training 
approaches relevant to modern slavery.

Overview of trends



Effective, comprehensive action that 
enables people to work with dignity 
can only be truly successful through a 
collaborative approach, involving civil 
society, public and private sectors. 
At the same time, taking action 
provides opportunities for businesses 
to improve reputation, compliance, 
supply chain resilience and growth. As 
such, companies should embrace the 
requirements of the Modern Slavery Act 
and use them as a strategic asset.



Only 53 (58%) of the 90 published modern slavery statements were legally compliant 
(for a full disclosure of the criteria by which compliance was assessed, please refer 
to the methodology section). The most common reason for legal non-compliance 
related to having a link on the company website (15 organisations), whilst 7 were 
not properly approved. A further 15 statements failed both of the Act’s minimum 
requirements. Again, whilst it is positive that companies are taking steps to ensure 
that they are compliant with the MSA, legal compliance alone does not signify stronger 
performance. In this section therefore, we explore in more depth the 53 statements 
which are legally compliant, using the six suggested reporting areas included in the 
Modern Slavery Act as a framework for analysis. 

Lack of detailed information on organisational structure, business and supply 
chains
Most companies provided an overview of their business and their supply chains, though 
some lacked supply chain information. Information tended to be high-level, including 
general descriptions of a company’s services or products. More detailed descriptions 
that included information on an organisation’s operations, location, employees and 
supply chain structure were rare. 

Comprehensive policy architecture was associated with better overall performance
As with non-compliant statements, most legally compliant statements included 
references to certain policies. Policies most commonly pertained to the expected 
behaviour of employees or codes of conduct for suppliers. In the absence of specific 
and formalised policy frameworks on modern slavery, companies highlighted that 
they worked to ensure expectations of ethical behaviour were made known and clearly 
communicated among employees and suppliers. 

However, few statements disclosed the process by which policies related to modern 
slavery were developed or referenced relevant international frameworks. Best 
practice included statements where all relevant policy infrastructure was listed and 
hyperlinked, with particular emphasis upon policies specifically relating to modern 
slavery. A dedicated modern slavery policy alone however, did not always align with 
good practice. In some cases, it was clear the company had reactively developed a 
policy in response to the Act, viewing the existence of this dedicated policy as a wholly 
sufficient response in itself in lieu of taking other practical steps. 

In-depth research: legally compliant statements 



Critical analysis of  due diligence processes was largely absent 
Most statements either indirectly or directly referred to modern slavery due diligence 
processes, both existing and those planned. Generic and high-level disclosures about checks 
performed prior to and during engagement with suppliers were common, for example, 
supplier questionnaires, mandatory supplier self-assessments and audits. However, few 
companies demonstrated an understanding of the limitations of such practices, and even 
fewer discussed how they sought to overcome these. Most statements included information 
about whistle-blowing, though reporting was weaker with regards to outlining the dedicated 
grievance mechanisms in place for incidents of modern slavery.  

Greater transparency is needed regarding the processes through which modern slavery 
risk is identified and managed
As with reporting elsewhere, information on the assessment and management of risk was 
high-level and generic. A number of statements simply asserted they had ‘in place processes 
to manage risk’. Less than half of statements directly referred to risk assessments, and 
assessments specifically orientated towards modern slavery were far less common again. 
Most companies failed to disclose further information such as the methodology used, 
triangulation of named risk factors (e.g. particular geographies, categories of suppliers) or 
the steps taken to mitigate identified risks. 

Little credible assessment of modern slavery performance 
Some companies concluded that they were already effective in managing modern slavery, 
simply by having received no reports of it taking place. Significantly, this denotes a failure 
to understand the reality of modern slavery and how it manifests. Though several companies 
made written commitments to monitor their policies and processes, less than one fifth of all 
legally compliant statements included references to how performance was being measured, 
such as via key performance indicators (KPIs). Although KPIs were referred to in some 
cases, very few companies actually reported against their named key performance indicators. 
The development of appropriate KPIs was a common future action. 

Training and capacity building lacked specificity with regards to modern slavery
Training is mentioned in approximately 80% of statements. Most frequently, this related 
to mandatory training on codes of conduct by employees or ‘awareness raising’ around a 
company’s modern slavery statement. Reference to specific and tailored training modules on 
modern slavery was found only in very few statements. Best practice constituted companies 
which provided details of what was included in their modern slavery training (what modern 
slavery is, how to recognise it, how to raise concerns), but also the nature of the training 
(online/in-person) and who the recipient was.



Despite the existence of a clear business case 
for companies to take credible action against 
modern slavery in their direct operations and 
supply chains, reporting and practice could be 
much improved.



The degree of engagement with modern slavery varies significantly across the 
statements analysed. Despite some notable examples of good and weak practice, the 
majority of statements were of a similar quality. Trends across different business 
sectors or contract award value were not strongly evident. Most were characterised 
by a lack of specificity, and very few fulfilled the suggested requirements of all six of 
the Act’s recommended reporting areas. There was little evidence of collaboration 
with partners who have modern slavery expertise, though some companies referred to 
engagement with industry groups. The fact that over 40% of the top 100 failed to meet 
the basic requirements of legal compliance provides further insight into the overall 
quality of reporting by top government suppliers. 

Weaker statements in some cases betrayed a lack of understanding of modern slavery 
on the part of companies. This reflected, variously, the nature of modern slavery as a 
complex and for the most part hidden crime; the companies’ understanding of the Act 
itself; or the means of modern slavery management referenced under the Act, such as 
the meaning of policy, due diligence and other terms. This was most clearly evidenced 
in statements where companies neglected the existence of any modern slavery risk, 
or else called upon suppliers to ‘guarantee’ their supply chains were slavery free. 
In contrast, companies with stronger statements tended to demonstrate humility, 
committing to continuous improvement in their efforts to take effective action in 
managing modern slavery. 

Overwhelmingly, our analysis suggests that government suppliers should be doing 
more to address modern slavery. Given that more than 50 of central government’s top 
100 suppliers are within the construction and real estate sector, where significant 
modern slavery risk exists, the need to take more effective action is acute. 

Overall assessment



In the report so far, we have analysed the performance of central 
government’s top 100 suppliers with regards to their modern slavery 
statement. In this section, we explore the role of government in 
encouraging and incentivising their suppliers to do more to reduce 
incidents of modern slavery.

A number of campaign organisations have called upon the UK government 
to strengthen the Modern Slavery Act by making it a legal requirement for 
companies to put in place due diligence processes13. At present, companies 
are only mandated to disclose what steps they take to prevent incidence 
of slavery in their direct operations or supply chains; however, a company 
would still fulfil the law’s requirements if it were to state it did not take any 
specific steps to manage this risk. 

Furthermore, the government could strengthen the MSA’s effectiveness 
by taking specific action to reinforce the Act’s aims. For example, there 
have been calls in Parliament for companies to be excluded from public 
sector contracts if they have failed to undertake appropriate and effective 
human rights due diligence. One implication of a private members bill, 
if successfully introduced by Baroness Young of Hornsey, would be that 
bidders will be prevented from participating in a public procurement 
procedure unless they have fulfilled their obligation to publish a compliant 
statement (if legally required to do so)14.  The significance of such an action 
would be to embed the Act’s aims in the day-to-day running of government, 
with potentially significant consequences for non-compliant companies. 

There have also been calls for the government to publish a definitive list 
of companies obliged to comply with the Act. This would facilitate public 
scrutiny of reporting and identify those organisations that have failed to 
comply. 

The role of central government



That said, the government has taken some promising steps with regards to 
its own suppliers. Following the enactment of the MSA, a meeting was held 
between some of the UK government’s largest contractors, the Independent 
Anti-Slavery Commissioner and the Chair of the Modern Slavery Bill Evidence 
Review. Together, they called for greater consistency between government 
departments in terms of a common ethical standard. Following this, a code of 
conduct for central government suppliers was published in September 201715  
asking for compliance with ‘all applicable human rights and employment 
laws’, including the provisions of the Modern Slavery Act. However, this has 
not been without criticism. The MSA is orientated only towards disclosure, 
which means a company can still be legally compliant with the Act even if it is 
not taking any steps to tackle modern slavery. As such, critics are pushing for 
the central government’s code of conduct to stipulate its expectations in the 
context of best practice compliance with the Act.
 
If the government is to truly lead by example, the degree to which its top 
suppliers demonstrate that they are taking effective action against modern 
slavery is significant. This is particularly pertinent at a time when stakeholders 
are increasingly calling upon government to conduct greater due diligence of 
its major suppliers, particularly following the fall-out of Carillion’s collapse. 



The analysis of statements in the previous section has shown that companies should be doing 
more to identify and manage modern slavery. In this section, we focus on why this makes 
good business sense. We set out the reasons why doing more than simply complying with 
minimum legal requirements yields strategic value for companies. 
Taking strong action on modern slavery helps a company to:

1. Ensure legal compliance. Publishing a robust modern slavery statement is a legal 
requirement and although the details of the reporting requirements are currently not 
policed, this is likely to change in the future16. Not publishing a statement opens a 
company up to both public and legal scrutiny, along with the inevitable effects non-
compliance may have on reputation and business relationships. Compliance with the law 
as it currently stands is not particularly complicated, being something that all companies 
should easily be able to achieve.

Moreover, it is expected that legislation similar to the UK’s Modern Slavery Act 
will proliferate internationally, leading to evolving and more complex compliance 
requirements for businesses and their supply chains. Legislation such as the California 
Transparency in Supply Chains Act or the French Duty of Vigilance requires due 
diligence from companies with regards to assessing the risk of human rights violations 
and/or forced labour in supply chains. Similar initiatives are being debated in the 
Netherlands, Switzerland and in Australia, making it almost certain that more countries 
will follow suit over the coming years. Complying, and going beyond the mandatory 
requirements of the Act, will give those businesses a head start with regards to their 
ability to navigate and manage an emerging body of global legislation.

2. Increase competitive advantage. Demonstrating a firm commitment to tackling 
the risk of modern slavery is now expected of any responsible business, as evidenced 
by the growing number of league tables and benchmarks on corporate performance. 
Having a strong modern slavery statement, robust policies, action plans and KPIs, 
serves to enhance an organisation’s reputation as a responsible business, helping to 
build competitive advantage. Companies that have provided best in class modern slavery 
statements score consistently high in benchmarking reports and sustainability ratings. 
Recent research by the Walk Free Foundation suggests that 66% of consumers would 
be willing to switch products if they learnt their favourite product was made by modern-
day slaves17. Leading companies in this space, therefore, clearly have the opportunity to 
benefit from enhanced consumer trust through high quality, and transparent, reporting 
efforts.

The business case for action



3. Improve security and resilience of supply. Mapping and assessing supply chains to 
identify modern slavery risks can help build stronger, more transparent relationships 
with suppliers. It also provides opportunities to build their capacities and mitigate the 
risk of disruption. Additionally, having strong supply chain policies and processes in 
place will help ensure a steady supply of goods and services and will help dealing with 
any unforeseen developments. Going beyond compliance, conducting risk assessments 
and supply chain mapping can be a strategic asset for companies in terms of helping 
them to understand and mitigate potential risk exposure. 

4. Breakdown organisational silos. One of the core actions to identify and manage 
modern slavery risks is the establishment of a cross-functional team, including members 
from different organisational divisions such as sustainability, legal, human resources, 
operations, transport and procurement. Working together across functions, with clear 
and integrated action plans, unites individuals around the same causes, facilitates the 
wider responsible sourcing agenda and embeds it into the business. 

Moreover, successfully tackling the risks of modern slavery is a route into the broader 
examination of issues relating to social compliance and human rights. Working 
together with colleagues across divisions further raises awareness of these issues and 
increases the potential for successful action. In addition to improving communication 
horizontally, the requirement for the modern slavery statement to be approved by the 
Board further helps to ensure senior leadership awareness and buy-in, ensuring it 
remains a strategic priority.

5. Manage risk. Prior to the Modern Slavery Act, 52% of UK supply managers said they 
wouldn’t know what to do if they found modern slavery in their supply chains. Since the 
adoption of the Act this number has reduced to 17%18. This insight is testament to the 
power the Act has had on raising much needed awareness and knowledge in businesses 
about modern slavery and how to tackle the associated risks.

 
Effective, comprehensive action that enables people to work with dignity can only be truly 
successful through a collaborative approach, involving civil society, public and private 
sectors. At the same time, taking action provides opportunities for businesses to improve 
reputation, compliance, supply chain resilience and growth. As such, companies should 
embrace the requirements of the Modern Slavery Act and use them as a strategic asset. 



Building a modern slavery statement – first steps 

When it comes to structuring and writing the statement, the Act very clearly defines 
which areas should be covered (see here). The way in which this guidance should be 
addressed in the statement is a decision for the reporting company. By way of practical 
recommendations with regards to writing a statement, the following are some of our 
own insights into best practice:  

1. The organisation’s structure, its business and its supply chains; 
A good statement requires a detailed overview of the company and its supply chains 
(materials, acquisition, shipping). Metrics on sourcing countries, suppliers and 
information on internal procurement processes are valuable, as are results of any 
assessment exercises and data collection practices that have been carried out. 
Companies with stronger statements have included detailed information about their 
supply chains as far down the chain as possible and shown evidence of routine data 
collection and strong governance to manage supplier compliance.

2. Its policies in relation to slavery and human trafficking;
This provides opportunity for the company to evidence the suite of policies it has 
in relation to modern slavery and human trafficking and how the reporting company 
governs social issues internally and along their supply chain. It is important to 
note here that a modern slavery statement does not serve as a policy – this mistake 
has appeared in a number of statements. Possible policies to include (and ideally 
hyperlink) could be procurement policies, labour relations principles, a whistle 
blowing policy, a supplier code of conduct and due diligence processes. Furthermore, 
companies should outline which systems are in place to communicate, circulate and 
enforce this suite of policies. If these policies are still being developed, it would be 
good practice to include information on how far that process has progressed, along 
with targets for completion. 

Practical guidance for business

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/649906/Transparency_in_Supply_Chains_A_Practical_Guide_2017.pdf


3. Its due diligence processes in relation to slavery and human trafficking in its 
business and supply chains & 4. The parts of its business and supply chains where 
there is a risk of slavery and human trafficking taking place, and the steps it has 
taken to assess and manage that risk;
A good statement should include information on how modern slavery and human 
trafficking risks have been assessed and how the results of that assessment have 
informed strategic decision making with regards to addressing any identified 
risks. Information about audits or other processes of validating compliance is also 
recommended, including specific information on how the substance of their relevant 
policies have been incorporated into a risk assessment. Additional good practices can 
include human rights impact assessments and supplier engagement programmes, all of 
which can contribute to a supply chain that is more resilient to the risks of slavery and 
human trafficking. 

5. Its effectiveness in ensuring that slavery and human trafficking is not taking 
place in its business or supply chains, measured against such performance 
indicators as it considers appropriate;
This is a potentially sensitive area, as it can require companies to be honest about 
cases of modern slavery that have been found in their operations or supply chain, 
and the level of risk they are exposed to. Nonetheless, general consensus suggests 
that honest disclosure is welcomed. This is especially the case when combined 
with information on how these instances were remedied and handled, as it forms 
an authentic account of efforts to eradicate forced labour from supply chains, 
thus increasing trust. Including information on processes and available remedial 
mechanisms is also recommended, such as grievance mechanisms or any performance 
indicators used to measure effectiveness. Disclosing KPIs, with a robust governance 
and measurement system, is a good opportunity for companies to show progress from 
year to year.



6. The training about slavery and human trafficking available to its staff.
Information provided here should not only include number of staff trained, but also 
whether this engagement is proliferated down the supply chain. Some companies 
have made training on modern slavery mandatory for each new starter, while others 
have developed specific training for their staff on how to identify instances of modern 
slavery. Whichever way forward a company chooses, this section should mention 
details on number of staff trained, the content of the training and potential supplier 
engagement. Any evaluations with regards to the effectiveness of the training should 
also be published. 

This overview represents a starting point. There are numerous ways for a company 
to demonstrate and communicate commitment to eradicating modern slavery from its 
operations and supply chains. It is an opportunity for a company to show progress and 
improvement in the quality of their reporting over time. 

It should be emphasised that writing a modern slavery statement is part of an ongoing 
process and a company’s actions should be continuous over time. Given the hidden, 
dynamic and widespread nature of modern slavery and human trafficking, the greatest 
mistake a company can make is to remain static. It does not matter at which stage a 
company is on its journey to tackle modern slavery, it is capable of producing a legally 
compliant and robust statement that starts to improve the lives of those vulnerable to 
this crime.  



If the government expects business to take 
human rights issues in their supply chains 
seriously, it must demonstrate at least the same 
level of commitment in its own procurement 
supply chains.



This report has sought to offer an insight into the quality of modern slavery statements by 
the top 100 central government suppliers by contract award value in 2017. We observed 
that of the 93 companies required to report under the Modern Slavery Act, 90 had issued 
a statement. Of the 90 published statements, just 53 were considered compliant with the 
Act’s mandatory reporting requirements. This legal compliance rate of 58% represents those 
companies which succeeded in having their statement approved by the board, signed off by 
a director (or equivalent), and is publicly available on the homepage of their website.  While 
there were some statements of good quality, the majority showed a lack of engagement with 
the six areas of reporting as outlined by the Home Office. Good practice with regards to 
modern slavery reporting usually coincided with a comprehensive policy architecture, robust 
training systems and a more elaborate understanding of the complexity of modern slavery. 
Several organisations seemed to underestimate the material risk that modern slavery presents 
in the supply chain, with some going as far as to state that they considered themselves to be 
successfully managing all risks as no reports of modern slavery had been received.
 
Overall, the quality of those statements that were legally compliant varied widely, with 
few examples of good practice. As such, government suppliers should be doing more to 
address modern slavery and express their commitment to eliminating this crime through 
improvements in their reporting practices. This notion should be further reinforced due to 
the fact a number of the government’s top suppliers are active in the construction industry, 
regarded as one of the highest risk sectors for modern slavery.

Despite the existence of a clear business case for companies to take credible action against 
modern slavery in their direct operations and supply chains, reporting and practice could be 
much improved. This has partly been attributed to the fact that compliance with the reporting 
requirements of the Act has not been introduced by central government as a requirement 
when awarding contracts to suppliers. Public pressure on the government to introduce 
stricter requirements in public procurement has been growing. And there is increasing 
pressure for companies to credibly demonstrate their efforts in managing and mitigating the 
risks of modern slavery.

With an emerging landscape of best practice and collaboration between sectors and 
stakeholders, at Sancroft we remain optimistic that government suppliers will revisit their 
commitments to fighting modern slavery in the UK and beyond and communicate this through 
their statements. Especially with human rights due diligence requirements becoming further 
embedded into legal and regulatory frameworks, businesses should embrace modern slavery 
reporting as a strategic capacity building tool and an opportunity to play a role in fighting 
this heinous crime.

Conclusion



This report was written by

Further recommended reading 
Gathering knowledge & understanding risk
As discussed throughout this report, many businesses remain unaware of the risks 
of modern slavery in their operations and supply chains. Those looking to start 
compiling content for their first modern slavery statement can benefit from a plethora 
of resources and an emerging number of best practice statements. This is helpful to 
facilitate internal engagement and build internal knowledge about modern slavery and 
forced labour. The following three resources provide an excellent starting point: 

• The Business and Human Rights Resource Centre not only tracks statements 
through its Modern Slavery Registry but also offers a comprehensive library of 
resources – from reporting guidance to benchmark reports. 

• The Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner for the UK, Kevin Hyland, is working 
towards raising awareness and engaging with civil society, politics and business. The 
website of his office offers helpful resources with guidance and insights for businesses 
across various sectors. Together with the Local Government Association, his team has 
developed a Guide for Councils to tackle modern slavery (available for download here). 

• The Chartered Institute of Procurement & Supply (CIPS) covers all aspects of 
supply chain management, including guidance on modern slavery and reporting 
requirements. Together with the Walk Free Foundation and Verité, CIPS has released 
a comprehensive guide covering the essentials – from assessing risk to supplier 
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Sancroft was founded in 1997 by former Secretary of State for the Environment, The 
Rt. Hon John Gummer, and has been at the heart of sustainable business ever since. 
We are sustainability experts, the trusted advisors to scores of the world’s largest 
brands and companies. We challenge businesses to think differently, empowering them 
to make sustainable profits.
 
We work with businesses that recognize the opportunities in sustainability, and want 
to make profits they can be proud of. We provide bespoke insight and strategy, driven 
by values and purpose, which help you achieve your objectives. Our work helps you 
succeed.
 
www.sancroft.com

Tussell uses intelligent data to drive growth, enabling businesses everywhere to reap 
the benefits of public procurement. By turning open data into useful data, Tussell 
increases the visibility of government contracts and equips businesses the reliable 
information they need to make the right decisions.
 
Whether it’s a large or small government supplier, an advisor, investor or business 
service provider, Tussell’s intelligence allows organisations to stay ahead of the 
competition and proactively discover new opportunities.
Founded in London in 2015, Tussell is an entrepreneur-led tech firm with a mission to 
unlock the potential of government procurement.
 
www.tussell.com
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