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What is Modern Slavery?

Modern Slavery Defined – Modern slavery is about people. It 

involves use of coercion, threats or deception to exploit victims 

and undermine their freedom. Modern slavery is serious 

exploitation. It may exist in business operations and supply 

chains and is a violation of human rights. It can include:

 › Human trafficking

 › Slavery

 › Servitude

 › Forced labour

 › Debt bondage

 › Forced marriage

 › Child labour such as slavery or hazardous work

Modern slavery distorts global markets, undercuts responsible 

business and can pose significant legal and reputational risks 

to organisations. Modern slavery is often hard to detect as 

it can occur via coercion or subtle means. It is embedded in 

supply chains which can be complex and fast-changing. It is 

also known as trafficking in persons, human trafficking and 

neo-slavery.

In an organisation sense, modern slavery fits into the ESG 

(Environmental Social Governance) category under Social. 

The Social criteria examine how an organisation manages 

relationships with its employees, suppliers, customers and the 

communities in which it operates:

 › Social responsibility

 › Community support

 › Health and safety

 › Relationships with employees, suppliers, customers and 

communities

 › Equal opportunity and diversity

 › Economic inclusion

 › Stakeholder opposition

 › First Nations people

 › Modern slavery and workers

 › Modern slavery in supply chains

 ›  Heritage destruction

 ›  Animal welfare

Slavery was abolished by the ‘Slavery Abolition Act 1833’ 

which covered slavery in the United Kingdom and the British 

Empire including Australia. However, the practices of slavery 

and forced labour continue today. The International Labour 

Organization (ILO) estimates there are 40 million people in 

situations of modern slavery around the world.

According to the ‘Global Slavery Index’ issued by the Walk 

Free Foundation, there were approximately 15,000 people 

living in illegal conditions of modern slavery in Australia 

in 2016. Introduction of the ‘Modern Slavery Act 2018’ 

into Australian law was influenced by slavery concerns in 

the agricultural sector as well as a wish to see Australian 

companies use their leverage to promote improved practice in 

their supply chains. The pivotal report in Australia leading to 

the ‘Modern Slavery Act 2018’ was the Australian Government 

report ‘Hidden in Plain Sight – An inquiry into establishing a 

Modern Slavery Act in Australia’ (2017).

The ‘Modern Slavery Act 2018’ came into force in Australia on 

1 January 2019. 

Under the ‘Modern Slavery Act 2018’ organisations based or 

operating in Australia with an annual consolidated revenue of 

more than $100 million are required to report annually on the 

risks of modern slavery in their operations and supply chains, 

and on their actions to address those risks.

Australian Government and Commonwealth corporate 

organisations are also covered by the ‘Modern Slavery Act 

2018’. 

What are Types of Modern Slavery?

Modern slavery encompasses a number of situations 

including:

Human Trafficking

The process of trapping people through use of violence, 

deception or coercion and exploiting them for financial or 

personal gain. Examples are:
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 › Girls groomed and forced into sexual exploitation.

 ›  Men tricked into accepting job offers and trapped in forced 

labour in building sites, farms and factories.

 ›  Women recruited to work in private homes only to be 

trapped, exploited and abused behind closed doors with 

escape difficult.

 ›  Human organ harvesting.

People do not have to be transported across borders for 

human trafficking to take place.

Forced Labour

Forced or compulsory labour is work or service extracted 

from a person under threat of a penalty and for which the 

person has not offered themselves voluntarily. It may involve 

situations in which persons are coerced to work through 

violence or intimidation, or by more subtle means such as 

accumulated debt, retention of identity papers or threats of 

reporting to immigration authorities.

Bonded Labour

Debt bondage occurs when a person is forced to work to pay 

off a debt – they are tricked into working for little or no pay, 

with no control over the debt. Most or all the money they earn 

goes to pay off the loan and the value of their work invariably 

becomes greater than the original sum of money borrowed.

Child Slavery

Child slavery is enforced exploitation of a child for someone 

else’s gain, meaning the child will have no way to leave the 

situation or person exploiting them. There are also other 

variations:

 › Child Work – Some types of work make useful, positive 

contributions to a child’s development, helping them learn 

useful skills. Work can also be a vital source of income for 

their families. But there can also be exploitative variations.

 › Child Labour – Is not a form of modern slavery, but 

nevertheless hinders a child’s education and development. 

It tends to be undertaken when a child is in the care of their 

parents. The worst forms of child labour are considered 

a form of modern slavery and consist of hazardous work 

which can damage a child’s health and development 

through such things as exposure to dangerous machinery or 

toxic substances that may endanger their life.

 ›  Child Trafficking – Involves transporting, recruiting or 

harbouring children for the purpose of exploitation by using 

violence, threats or coercion. When a child is trafficked, 

no violence, deception or coercion needs to be involved – 

trafficking is the act of transporting or harbouring them for 

exploitation.

Forced Marriage

According to Human Trafficking Search, there are three main 

types of forced marriage:

 › Forced Marriage – Occurs when an individual, regardless of 

their age, has been forced to marry without consent. Forced 

marriage impacts both sexes, with the ILO reporting 84% of 

victims are girls and women. Until recently, forced marriage 

was not considered from a slavery perspective, however 

there is now increasing acknowledgement the absence of 

autonomy entering into the marriage, together with abuse 

present in many forced marriages and the inability for many 

to leave, amounts to modern slavery.

 ›  Early Marriage or Child Marriage – This can be referred 

to as slavery if one or more of the following elements are 

present:

 ›  If the child has not genuinely given their free and informed 

consent to enter the marriage.

 ›  If the child is subjected to control and a sense of 

ownership in the marriage itself, particularly through 

abuse and threats, and is exploited by being forced to 

undertake domestic chores within the marital home or 

labour outside it or engage in non-consensual sexual 

relations.

 ›  If the child cannot realistically leave or end the marriage, 

potentially leading to a lifetime of slavery.

 ›  Trafficking for Marriage – Marriage involving a person being 

sold, transferred or inherited into marriage – may also be 

called servile marriage.

Domestic Slavery

Domestic work is a sector which is particularly vulnerable 

to exploitation and domestic slavery because of the unique 

circumstances of working inside a private household 

combined with a lack of legal protection. Domestic workers 

perform a range of tasks in private homes including cooking, 

cleaning, laundry, taking care of children and the elderly, 

and running errands. Some domestic workers also live in 

their employers’ homes and are often considered ‘on call’ to 

undertake work for their employer 24 hours a day. The pay 

is often very low, with wage payments frequently delayed. 

Some domestic workers may not be paid at all or only receive 

‘payment in kind’ such as food and accommodation. For some 

domestic workers, the circumstances and conditions of their 

work amount to slavery. This happens when employers stop 

domestic workers from leaving the house, don’t pay wages, 

use violence or threats, withhold their identity documents, limit 

their contact with family and force them to work.
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Slavery in Supply Chains

Many of the products bought and used every day are 

produced by people trapped in modern slavery. This includes 

such things as mobile telephones, clothing, shoes, flowers 

and food in the drive for cheap products. Many exploited 

people are linked to supply chains of international companies 

supplying goods and services. Slavery exists in all stages of 

the supply chain from the picking of raw materials such as 

cocoa and cotton to manufacturing goods such as mobile 

telephones and clothing. It includes children forced to 

mine cobalt for use in mobile telephones, or women forced 

to produce coffee for well-known brands. A signigicant 

proportion of the world’s global cotton production is linked to 

forced labour.

Another Example

A further example of slavery is Descent-Based Slavery. This 

form of slavery can still be found in the world and some 

societies have a traditional hierarchy where people are known 

to be descendants of slaves or slave-owners. It involves a 

situation where people are born into slavery because their 

ancestors were captured into slavery and their families have 

‘belonged’ to the slave-owning families ever since – slave 

status is passed down the maternal line. People born into 

descent-based slavery face a lifetime of exploitation and are 

treated as property by their ‘masters’. They work without pay 

and can be inherited, sold or given away as gifts or wedding 

presents. Women and girls typically face sexual abuse and 

rape, and often have to bear their masters’ children. In turn, 

their children will also be owned by their masters.

 
What are Red Flags of Slavery?

A person may:

 › Appear to be under the control of someone else.

 ›  Be reluctant to interact with others.

 › Have no personal identification on them.

 › Have few personal belongings, wear the same clothes, or 

wear clothes unsuitable for work.

 › Not be able to move around freely.

 › Be reluctant to talk to strangers or the authorities.

 › Appear frightened or withdrawn.

 › Show signs of physical or psychological abuse.

 › Get dropped off and collected for work always in the same 

way, especially at unusual times such as very early or late 

at night.

The Australian Federal Police (AFP) list numerous Slavery 

Indicators:

https://www.afp.gov.au/what-we-do/crime-types/human-

trafficking/human-trafficking-slavery-indicators 

What is the Role of Business in Modern Slavery?

Business interest and obligations around modern slavery are 

pushed by:

 › The United Nations ‘Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights’ as the accepted global framework which 

forms the basis of the ‘Modern Slavery Act’ setting out 

responsibility of business to respect and advance human 

rights.

 › Growing legislative requirements.

 ›  Increasing pressure from investment and other stakeholders, 

often customers.

 ›  The need to manage risk in business operations and supply 

chains, and often to demonstrate this up the chain to 

customers.

 ›  The United Nations ‘Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights’ distinction of ‘caused, contributed, linked’ 

that shows the differing degree to which business can be 

implicated in modern slavery, including indirectly. 

 
What is Internal Audit’s Role?

Internal audit can play a pivotal role in making sure their 

organisation is not involved with modern slavery either 

deliberately or indirectly. Internal audit can also call out 

their organisation if it chooses to ‘look the other way’ so 

uncomfortable truths do not come out.

For example, forced labour can be a complex issue. If a 

person convicted of an offence in their country of residence is 

sentenced to work in a factory (so-called forced labour camps) 

and not fairly paid for their work, is this a form of slavery? Do 

we accept it because it is ‘legal’ or do we impose our moral 

values on a different society. This might be a circumstance 

where the internal auditor must consult both the values of their 

organisation and their own conscience. 

 
Conclusion

Internal audit has a key role to play in making sure their 

organisation is not involved in unconscionable conduct around 

modern slavery. It is the right thing to do from an ethical 

perspective and to protect the organisation’s reputation. In 

some cases, linkage to modern slavery may be known and 

ignored because profits matter more than people’s suffering. 

Or it may be the organisation is linked to modern slavery 

through blindness to the connection. Internal audit has a 

duty to assure their organisation is not connected to modern 

slavery and, if it is, to expose that connection.

https://www.afp.gov.au/what-we-do/crime-types/human-trafficking/human-trafficking-slavery-indicators
https://www.afp.gov.au/what-we-do/crime-types/human-trafficking/human-trafficking-slavery-indicators
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The following are steps internal audit can take to inform a modern slavery assurance engagement.

STEP 1 Legal Scan

 ›  What modern slavery laws and regulations are there in the organisation’s country?

 ›  What modern slavery laws and regulations are there in other countries where the 

organisation operates?

 ›  Have evidence-based compliance audits been performed to assure the organisation is 

complying with modern slavery laws and regulations nationally and internationally?

STEP 2 Organisation Environment

 › Has risk assessment been performed from a modern slavery perspective?

 ›  Does the organisation have a modern slavery policy or relevant ethical statement?

 ›  Are employees trained in modern slavery fundamentals and what to look for?

 ›  Are procurement staff specifically trained in modern slavery in (a) supply chains (b) 

labour hire?

 ›  Are human resources staff specifically trained in what to look for with regard to modern 

slavery including (a) labour rights (b) safety?

STEP 3 Organisation Scan

 › Has the organisation identified where it may have modern slavery linkages?

 ›  Has the organisation specifically identified these linkages such as suppliers?

 ›  Do suppliers provide (a) attestations around modern slavery (b) evidence of their modern 

slavery assurance practices?

 ›  Are there third-party audits of suppliers nationally and internationally?

STEP 4 Reporting Modern Slavery

 › Does the organisation have a clear and easy-to-find process to report modern slavery 

allegations?

 ›  Is it clear how people within and outside the organisation can report modern slavery 

allegations by name or anonymously?

 ›  Is modern slavery covered by whistleblowing in the organisation?

 ›  Are modern slavery reports and allegations taken seriously by the organisation?

STEP 5 Process Improvements

 › Does internal audit have modern slavery risk in its audit universe?

 ›  Has internal audit factored in use of data analytics to identify possible modern slavery 

indicators?

 ›  Have improvements been identified for modern slavery process / reporting / 

investigations?

 ›  Are these addressed in a timely way?

STEP 6 Annual Reporting

 › Is there a modern slavery statement included in the organisation’s annual report?

 › Is modern slavery included in an annual ESG statement?

https://www.antislavery.org


For more information, please call +61 2 9267 9155 or visit www.iia.org.au
© 2022 - The Institute of Internal Auditors - Australia

Connect Support Advance
Useful References

Anti-Slavery International, 2022. Anti-Slavery International. 

[Online]   

Available at: https://www.antislavery.org/

Australian Federal Police, 2022. Australian Federal Police. 

[Online]  

Available at: https://www.afp.gov.au/

Australian Government ‘Hidden in Plain Sight – An inquiry into 

establishing a Modern Slavery Act in Australia’, 2017. [Online]  

Available at: https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/

committees/reportjnt/024102/toc_pdf/HiddeninPlainSight.

pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf

Australian Government ‘National Action Plan to Combat 

modern Slavery 2020-2025’, 2020  

Available at: https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/criminal-justice/

files/nap-combat-modern-slavery-2020-25.pdf

Global Slavery Index   https://www.globalslaveryindex.org 

https://downloads.globalslaveryindex.org/ephemeral/1_

Navigating-the-Index-180904-1660611075.pdf

Human Trafficking Search, 2022. What is Human Trafficking?. 

[Online]  

Available at: https://humantraffickingsearch.org/what-is-

human-trafficking/

International Labour Organisation, 2017. Global estimates of 

Modern Slavery: forced labour and forced marriage. [Online]  

Available at: https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---

dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_575479.pdf

The Institute of Internal Auditors-Australia, 2020. The 20 

Critical Questions Series: What Directors should ask about 

ESG. [Online]  

Available at: https://iia.org.au/sf_docs/default-source/

technical-resources/20-critical-questions/20-questions-

directors-should-ask-about-esg.pdf

The Institute of Internal Auditors-Australia, n.d. The 20 Critical 

Questions Series: What Directors should ask about Modern 

Slavery. [Online].

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2020. Interlinkages 

between Trafficking in Persons and Marriage. [Online] 

Available at: https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-

trafficking/2020/UNODC_Interlinkages_Trafficking_in_

Persons_and_Marriage.pdf

USA Department of State, 2022. Trafficiking in Persons Report. 

[Online]  

Available at: https://www.state.gov/wp-content/

uploads/2022/08/22-00757-TIP-REPORT_072822-

inaccessible.pdf

https://www.antislavery.org/
https://www.afp.gov.au/
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/024102/toc_pdf/HiddeninPlainSight.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/024102/toc_pdf/HiddeninPlainSight.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/024102/toc_pdf/HiddeninPlainSight.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/criminal-justice/files/nap-combat-modern-slavery-2020-25.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/criminal-justice/files/nap-combat-modern-slavery-2020-25.pdf
https://www.globalslaveryindex.org
https://downloads.globalslaveryindex.org/ephemeral/1_Navigating-the-Index-180904-1660611075.pdf
https://downloads.globalslaveryindex.org/ephemeral/1_Navigating-the-Index-180904-1660611075.pdf
https://humantraffickingsearch.org/what-is-human-trafficking/
https://humantraffickingsearch.org/what-is-human-trafficking/
https://iia.org.au/sf_docs/default-source/technical-resources/20-critical-questions/20-questions-directors-should-ask-about-esg.pdf
https://iia.org.au/sf_docs/default-source/technical-resources/20-critical-questions/20-questions-directors-should-ask-about-esg.pdf
https://iia.org.au/sf_docs/default-source/technical-resources/20-critical-questions/20-questions-directors-should-ask-about-esg.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2020/UNODC_Interlinkages_Trafficking_in_Persons_and_Marriage.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2020/UNODC_Interlinkages_Trafficking_in_Persons_and_Marriage.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/2020/UNODC_Interlinkages_Trafficking_in_Persons_and_Marriage.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/22-00757-TIP-REPORT_072822-inaccessible.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/22-00757-TIP-REPORT_072822-inaccessible.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/22-00757-TIP-REPORT_072822-inaccessible.pdf

