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Introduction 

 

After Exploitation is concerned with the outcomes of all people in the UK who are held in slavery, 

trafficked or exploited. However, we acknowledge that asylum seekers and undocumented migrants 

are more at-risk of historic and current exploitation than the general population1. As a result, many 

immigration policies enacted or retained during the coronavirus outbreak will have a direct impact 

on the health outcomes of modern slavery and human trafficking victims. Increased powers, gifted 

to Immigration Officers in the Coronavirus Bill, must also be scrutinised in order to understand the 

impact this may have on the health, support and immigration outcomes of modern slavery survivors. 

Last year, our launch report documented a number of hostile environment policies which are now 

known to have a significant impact on the trafficked population, such as widespread detention and 

removal2. For this reason, it is vital that support for trafficking victims during the ‘Coronavirus Crisis’ 

extends to safeguards for all migrants at particular risk of contracting the virus, such as detainees3. 

As many as 1,551 suspected trafficking victims are recognised but not referred for support through 

official channels (see appendix). In practice, this means that many trafficking victims do not present 

through the ‘expected’ mechanism and may, instead, present as part of other migrant populations. 

For this reason, any Government response intending to safeguard trafficking victims must also 

ensure that general welfare provisions for disadvantaged individuals also everyone, with a focus on 

asylum seekers and migrants with No Resource to Public Funds. 

The below recommendations are informed by a mixture of recommendations already posited by 

homelessness, immigration, and slavery charities around the viral outbreak, as well as After 

Exploitation’s analysis of the Coronavirus Bill and amendments planned to table. During this public 

health crisis, we implore the Government to make the following considerations, as part of the 

Coronavirus Bill’s Parliamentary ascent, and as part of any changes to welfare, health and social care 

scheduled in the coming weeks. Equally, we encourage modern slavery charities to join us in 

unequivocally asking for suspension of any immigration policies which could heighten the dangers 

facing trafficking victims during the COVID-19 crisis.  

 

1  David, F., et al (2019). Migrants and Their Vulnerability to Human Trafficking, Modern Slavery and Forced Labour, International 
Organization for Migration: https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/migrants_and_their_vulnerability.pdf 

2 After Exploitation (2019). Supported or Deported?: Understanding the Data Held on Modern Slavery: 
https://afterexploitation.files.wordpress.com/2019/07/supported-or-deported-embargoed-9-july-2.pdf  
3 Detention Action (2020). COVID-19 set to cause human tragedy in detention: 
https://detentionaction.org.uk/2020/03/21/letter-to-mps-covid-19-set-to-cause-human-tragedy-in-immigration-detention/ 

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/migrants_and_their_vulnerability.pdf
https://afterexploitation.files.wordpress.com/2019/07/supported-or-deported-embargoed-9-july-2.pdf
https://detentionaction.org.uk/2020/03/21/letter-to-mps-covid-19-set-to-cause-human-tragedy-in-immigration-detention/
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1. HEALTH AMNESTY IS VITAL FOR TRAFFICKING VICTIMS  

 

 

Asylum seekers and trafficking victims are already disproportionately likely to have histories of 

respiratory conditions 4 5, and are therefore at increased risk of COVID-19 complications6.  

So far, no assurances have been made to ensure that migrants who present with symptoms of 

Coronavirus in the UK are safeguarded from immigration reprisals. Although anybody can, in theory, 

access medical testing and support for Coronavirus regardless of immigration status7, the 

Government must guarantee the suspension of all Hostile Environment policies during the national 

pandemic. In particular, the Government must halt data gathering for the purpose of immigration 

control, in order to ensure potential patients feel safe coming forward. 

P, a survivor, was left destitute, with medical complications, after her exploiter disbanded the bogus 

company he used to exploit her and other women. She told us that a publicised health amnesty could 

have allowed her to access medical support after her trafficker “dismissed” her.  
 

 
 

“[The trafficker] told me that if I ever talked to anyone [front-line  
professionals], he would report me to the home office.  

I weighed 45kg before I decided …I had to get treatment.” 
 
 

 

In the cases of exploited people, infected with COVID-19, fear of immigration reprisals may stop 

victims from accessing medical help or reporting crimes against them which have contributed to their 

being exposed to the virus. Time and time again, international and domestic research highlights the 

use of immigration enforcement threats as a manipulation tool used by traffickers to prevent victims 

from accessing help8. Ens 

 

For this reason, it is vital that fear of deportation and detention is assuaged to encourage 

engagement with community services and healthcare during the pandemic. A roster of NGOs have 

called for the Government to suspend NHS charges, and data-sharing between the Home Office and 

NHS Trusts9. We support this recommendation as a matter of urgency so as to ensure that 

immigration status does not prevent vulnerable individuals, including trafficking victims, from 

accessing medical assistance.  

 

4 Kleinert et al, (2019). Does refugee status matter? Medical needs of newly arrived asylum seekers and resettlement refugees - a 
retrospective observational study of diagnoses in a primary care setting. As seen in Conflict and Health: 
https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13031-019-0223-z 

5 Administration for Children and Families (2020), Common Health Issues Seen in Victims of Human Trafficking 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/orr/health_problems_seen_in_traffick_victims.pdf 

6 World Health Organization (2020). Risk Communication guidance - COVID-19, older adults and people with underlying medical conditions:  
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200311-sitrep-51-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=1ba62e57_4  
7 Free Movement (2020). Coronavirus: 
https://www.freemovement.org.uk/coronavirus/ 
8 Hamid, H., (2019). Silence and silencing: The case of trafficked women, Institute of Criminology, School of Social & Cultural Studies, Faculty 
of Humanities and Social Sciences, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335095818_Silence_and_silencing_The_case_of_trafficked_women   

9 Letter to Local Authorities: Urgent action needed to support vulnerable migrants during the Covid-19 crisis , Migrant Rights Network: 
https://migrantsrights.org.uk/blog/2020/03/20/covid-19localauthorityletter/ 

https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13031-019-0223-z
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/orr/health_problems_seen_in_traffick_victims.pdf
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200311-sitrep-51-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=1ba62e57_4
https://www.freemovement.org.uk/coronavirus/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335095818_Silence_and_silencing_The_case_of_trafficked_women
https://migrantsrights.org.uk/blog/2020/03/20/covid-19localauthorityletter/
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Lastly, we ask that immigration enforcement is divorced from healthcare provision due to the wider 

public health risk associated with Hostile Environment policies during a health emergency of this 

scale. The World Health Organisation sent a clear message in early March: “Test, test, test”. By 

engaging with testing in healthcare settings where appropriate, all potential patients can contribute 

to wider knowledge of the pathogen for the benefit of public health, regardless of citizenship10. 

 

 

1A. SAFETY NETS MUST ENCOMPASS PEOPLE WITH NRPF 
 

 

Due to the highly contagious nature of COVID-19, the ability for every single individual to be able to 

access self-contained accommodation is an urgent public health requirement. Should any one of us 

need to self-isolate after developing symptoms, it is vital to our own health, the health of our 

communities and the wider public that we are able to do so. 

In response to reports of potential trafficking victims being denied safe housing due to the 

coronavirus outbreak, legal non-profit organisation ATLEU has vocally stressed that public authorities 

have an obligation to continue providing accommodation to individuals interacting with the National 

Referral Mechanism (NRM) 11.  

However, the many exploited people who do not engage with the NRM are still at-risk of being 

denied support due to having No Resource to Public Funds (NRPF). For example, trafficking victims 

whose appeal rights are exhausted, exploited people without regularised status, or individuals 

exploited at the same time as holding an overseas domestic workers’ visa may be at risk of 

accommodation refusal due to their NRPF status 12. For this reason, we back recommendations made 

by NACCOM, Migrant Rights Network, and others, for welfare provisions made to support low-

waged, destitute, homeless or unemployed people during the crisis to also include those with NRPF 

status13. In particular, measures to block-book accommodation for people without shelter to be able 

to isolate in self-contained accommodation14, announced on 21 March 2020, must be extended to all 

homeless individuals regardless of immigration status.  

  

 

10 World Health Organization,  (2020). Rolling Updates on Coronavirus Disease(COVID-19) 
https://www.who.ients-as-they-happen  
11 Anti Trafficking and Labour Exploitation Unit (ATLEU) have encouraged front-line caseworkers to issue the following letter to NRM 
housing providers if attempts are made to deny accommodation on the basis of coronavirus: 
https://twitter.com/ATLEUnit/status/1240249095471747080 

12 Overseas Domestic Worker Visa is not compatible with recourse to public funds. See the Immigration Rules, Home Office, 2017: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/602790/Domestic-workers-in-
private-households-v17_0ext.pdf 

13 Migrant Rights Network (2020). Letter to Local Authorities: Urgent action needed to support vulnerable migrants during the Covid-19 
crisis: https://migrantsrights.org.uk/blog/2020/03/20/covid-19localauthorityletter/ 
14 Townsend, M., (2020). UK Hotels to become homeless shelters under Coronavirus plan. The Guardian:  
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/21/uk-hotels-homeless-shelters-coronavirus 

https://www.who.ients-as-they-happen/
https://twitter.com/ATLEUnit/status/1240249095471747080
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/602790/Domestic-workers-in-private-households-v17_0ext.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/602790/Domestic-workers-in-private-households-v17_0ext.pdf
https://migrantsrights.org.uk/blog/2020/03/20/covid-19localauthorityletter/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/21/uk-hotels-homeless-shelters-coronavirus


Briefing: Slavery and Support Under the Pandemic 
23 March 2020  

 

2. CONTINUED IMMIGRATION DETENTION WILL  
PUT VICTIMS, AND THE PUBLIC, AT RISK  

 

 

Last week, we endorsed calls made by Detention Action, Bail for Immigration Detainees, Medical 

Justice, Women For Refugee Women, and others in asking for an immediate halt to the needless 

detention of immigrants under the current pandemic15.  

The Home Office argues claims to detain migrants where there is “realistic prospect of removal”16. 

However, in light of halted returns, it is clear that immigration detention cannot be upheld. 

Detention Action’s legal challenge saw 300 detainees with pre-existing medical conditions released 

on 21 March17. However, wide-scale detention remains. The Government must conclusively end the 

practice in its entirety during the pandemic, in order to curb needless threat to detainees,  staff 

cleaners and guards.  
 

 
“The identification of individuals who are infected through syndromic  

surveillance (fever, cough etc) and isolation of such cases  … will not halt  
transmission in a congregate setting. The ‘cohorting’ of suspected cases is also  

unlikely to be effective in containing a  detention centre outbreak .” 
 

- Professor Richard Coker of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine  18 
 
 

 

As of 22 March 2020, one day after Professor Coker’s supplementary report was published, the first 

publicly announced case of Coronavirus within an immigration removal centre was confirmed within 

Yarl’s Wood IRC19. The confirmed presence of this virus within this setting is cause for serious 

concern, and the Government must act quickly to secure the safe discharge of detainees in this and 

other immigration detention settings. 

Whilst, MPs have begun to scrutinise the worryingly slow response to prison outbreaks of the 

disease, politicians must challenge the threats posed to immigration detainees. Unlike prisons, IRCs 

serve a negligible function in protecting the public. Most detainees are asylum seekers, generally 

held for “administrative” purposes20. Research continues to highlight the growing detention of other 

vulnerable persons, with 1,256 potential slavery victims detained last year alone21.  

 

15 Dearden, L., (2020). Coronavirus: Immigration detainees must be released to stop spread of virus, Labour says  Independent Online: 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-prisons-immigration-removal-centres-health-release-labour-
a9403306.html 
16 Home Office (2019). Adults at Risk Policy v.5: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/784634/adults-at-risk-policy-
v5.0ext.pdf 
17 Taylor, D., (2020). Home Office Releases 300 From Detention Amid COVID-19 Pandemic https://www.theguardian.com/uk-
news/2020/mar/21/home-office-releases-300-from-detention-centres-amid-covid-19-pandemic 
18 Coker, R., (2020). Supplementary report on Coronavirus and Immigration Detention. Detention Action:  
https://detentionaction.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Supplementary-report-on-COV-and-Detention-Final-1.pdf 

19 Bulman, M., (2020). Woman in Yarl’s Wood tests positive for coronavirus in first confirmed case in UK removal centre:  
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-yarls-wood-immigration-detention-removal-centre-home-office-
a9417056.html 

20 Migration Observatory, (2019). Immigration Detention in the UK, University of Oxford: 
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/immigration-detention-in-the-uk/ 

21 Esslemont, M., (2020). The detention of trafficking victims is soaring. We need transparency 

 https://eachother.org.uk/trafficking-victims-detained-we-need-transparency/  

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-prisons-immigration-removal-centres-health-release-labour-a9403306.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-prisons-immigration-removal-centres-health-release-labour-a9403306.html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/784634/adults-at-risk-policy-v5.0ext.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/784634/adults-at-risk-policy-v5.0ext.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/mar/21/home-office-releases-300-from-detention-centres-amid-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/mar/21/home-office-releases-300-from-detention-centres-amid-covid-19-pandemic
https://detentionaction.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Supplementary-report-on-COV-and-Detention-Final-1.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-yarls-wood-immigration-detention-removal-centre-home-office-a9417056.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-yarls-wood-immigration-detention-removal-centre-home-office-a9417056.html
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/immigration-detention-in-the-uk/
https://eachother.org.uk/trafficking-victims-detained-we-need-transparency/
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3. CORONAVIRUS BILL: CLARIFICATIONS ARE NEEDED 

 

 

On 20 March 2020, the Government published the entirety of the Coronavirus Bill ahead of a second 

reading scheduled in Parliament two working days later, on 23 March22.  

Whilst the implication of the Bill will require further scrutiny by specialists within the charity and 

legal sector, we wish to raise questions around the themes and wording choices therein.  

Currently, NGOs are also raising concerns around the length of time for which patients can be held 

under detention in the interests of public health23, whilst opposition MPs have called for the two-

year legislation to be reviewed by Parliament on a rolling six-month basis24.  

NECESSITY TO PROVIDE DOCUMENTATION 

 

The Bill makes provision for those detained for the purposes of assessment and treatment to provide 

the relevant officer with documents where necessary. It is vital that assurances are given that, where 

members of immigration or law enforcement detain in the interests of public health, that this 

practice does not also allow the Home Office to enjoy the dual benefit of data accumulation.  

The Government must offer assurances that any documents provided for the assessment or 

treatment of coronavirus sufferers will be used in isolation of any concurrent or subsequent 

enforcement measures against an individual. 

 

“SUITABLE PLACES” FOR ASSESSMENT AND TREATMENT  

 

Whilst modifications of the Mental Health Act specifically stipulate that detention of mental health 

patients will take place in hospital25, the same stipulation isn’t made regarding the detention for 

assessment and treatment made possible by Immigration, Police or Public Health Officials. In these 

instances, detention settings used for the sake of public health are simply referred to as a ‘a place 

suitable for screening and assessment”26.  

We seek assurances that under no circumstances should anyone, regardless of their immigration 

status, be held in prisons or Immigration Removal Centres to facilitate screening and assessment 

for Coronavirus.  
 

 

22 Proctor, K., et al. (2020). Coronavirus suspects may be detained under UK emergency powers. The Guardian: 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/19/coronavirus-suspects-may-be-detained-under-uk-emergency-powers 

23 Liberty (2020). Liberty calls for continuous scrutiny of Coronavirus Bill 
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/news/press-releases-and-statements/liberty-calls-continuous-scrutiny-coronavirus-bill 

24 Walker, P., (2020). Labour MPs Alarmed at Covid-19 Law Being Passed Without a Vote. The Guardian: 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/18/labour-mps-alarmed-covid-19-laws-being-passed-without-vote 

25 Coronavirus Bill, pg 90, 101 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf 

26 ibid, pg 217, 226, 236, 250 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/19/coronavirus-suspects-may-be-detained-under-uk-emergency-powers
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/news/press-releases-and-statements/liberty-calls-continuous-scrutiny-coronavirus-bill
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/18/labour-mps-alarmed-covid-19-laws-being-passed-without-vote
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf
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On the length of detention amongst current IRC detainees, human rights NGO, Liberty, notes that the 

legislation fails to remedy the clear public health implication of sustained immigration detention 

during the pandemic:  

“The legislation… does nothing to address what will happen to people who are already 

detained, either in prison or in immigration detention centres, and how they will be protected from 

the virus or what provisions will be made so they can access care.”27 

NATIONALITY BIAS?: ELIGIBITY FOR DETENTION (ASSESSMENT AND TREATMENT) 

 

The Bill stipulates that “potentially” infected people can be detained for periods up to 28 days. The definition 

of “potentially infected” encompasses anyone “from any country, territory or other area outside the United 

Kingdom which the Secretary of State has declared as a country, territory or area… where there is known or 

thought to be sustained human-to-human transmission of coronavirus”28.  

Anyone, including British nationals, who have visited an “infected area” within a 14-day period may be eligible 

for detention under the Bill’s “Powers Relating to Potentially Infectious Persons”.   

We seek clarification around the methodology that will be used to decide which countries or “areas” are 

recognised as infected, and ask for reassurance that the legislation, and guidance it prompts, will be reviewed 

by Parliament on a rolling basis, at agreed intervals, as the emergency evolves. 

 

IS ORAL INSTRUCTION SUFFICIENT?  

 

Under the Coronavirus Bill in its current form, it becomes a punishable offence to flout direction by 

designated Police, Immigration, or Public Health Officers to comply with detention for the purposes 

of assessment and treatment.  

The ways in which these instructions are communicated in the case of orders by Immigration Officers 

require further clarification. The Bill states that these directions can be issued “orally”29: 
 

 

“A direction, instruction, requirement or restriction under  

this part of this schedule [Powers relating to potentially infectious 

 individuals] may be given or imposed orally or in writing”  

- Coronavirus Bill, 19 March 2020    /  

 

 

 

Clarification is needed as to how civil servants, under these vastly extended powers, will be held to account 

without referenceable communication. Further clarification is needed to understand the barriers which may 

face individuals detained, or ordered to isolate, where English is not a first language. It is unclear how the 

process of detention intersects with legal representation or translation support. 

 

 

27 Liberty (2020). Liberty calls for continuous scrutiny of Coronavirus Bill 
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/news/press-releases-and-statements/liberty-calls-continuous-scrutiny-coronavirus-bill 
28 Coronavirus Bill, Pg 215  
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf 

29 Coronavirus Bill, Pg 224 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf 

https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/news/press-releases-and-statements/liberty-calls-continuous-scrutiny-coronavirus-bill
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf
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ROLE OF IMMIGRATION OFFICERS IN PUBLIC HEALTH  

 

The separation of immigration enforcement and public health must be enforced and actively 

promoted in order to ensure that those fearful of detention or deportation can access potentially 

life-saving treatment during the pandemic.  

Immigration Officers are relatively low-level civil servants tasked with matters related to immigration 

enforcement. Their remit should not encompass vital health provisions such as powers to detain for 

any number of specified days before seeking input from public health officers. In particular, we are 

concerned by the Bill’s allowance for unilateral detention by Immigration Officers with the 

consultation of a public health officer where “it is practicable”30. 

We believe that individuals should not be detained for any length of time, due to a public health 

motivation, unless a public health official deems the practice suitable in each case. We believe 

clarification is needed to ensure that healthcare professionals have significant input in every case 

where detention for the purposes of assessment or treatment is enforced by a relevant officer. 

 

CLARIFYING VICTIM CARE 

 

We encourage MPs to support an amendment to the Coronavirus Bill by Sir Jeffrey Donaldson, which 

would ask the Secretary of State to issue guidance on the workings of the NRM during the public 

health crisis. The amendment would also ensure guidance is issued on the arrangements that should 

be put in place by public authorities in order to provide care to victims and potential victims at all 

stages of their engagement with the NRM. You can read the full amendment via the Human 

Trafficking Foundation here, whilst explanatory notes can be read here. 

 

30 Coronavirus Bill, Pg 220 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf 

https://humantraffickingfoundation.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=3c54676782d780a671a347fe3&id=abe0d71687&e=5365d0e8cd
https://humantraffickingfoundation.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=3c54676782d780a671a347fe3&id=0a4294ff30&e=5365d0e8cd
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-01/0122/20122.pdf
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