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Modern slavery cases hit record high, driven by exploitation of migrant 

workers on skilled worker visas 

Modern slavery cases1 reported to the UK Modern Slavery & Exploitation Helpline 

have reached a record high, with nearly 3,000 cases recorded in 2025, a 41% 

increase on the previous year. 

Data from the Helpline shows that growing exploitation of migrants on skilled worker 

visas was a key factor behind the increase. 

More than 6,600 potential victims of modern slavery were recorded in 2025, marking 

a 37% rise on the previous year. 

The data shows a rise in cases across all exploitation types in 2025, with labour 

exploitation cases reaching a record high, increasing by 65%. Where the exploitation 

type was recorded by the Helpline, labour exploitation accounted for over half of all 

modern slavery cases (1,131) and involved 70% of all potential victims (3,876) 

reported. 

Skilled worker visas increasingly linked to labour exploitation 

The link between labour exploitation and the use of skilled worker visas has been 

increasing since 2022, according to Helpline data. 

While the visa route has enabled UK employers to recruit internationally, the 

requirement for workers to remain tied to a single employer can leave individuals 

vulnerable. In many cases, this dependency is being abused to control workers’ pay, 

conditions and freedom of movement. Migrants are often charged substantial illegal 

visa fees, resulting in debt bondage. 

“Behind every statistic is a person – someone navigating fear, uncertainty and, too 

often, complex barriers to safety,” said Justine Carter, Deputy CEO at Unseen. 

“These figures are a warning sign that exploitation in the UK is accelerating and 

becoming more entrenched. The rising exploitation of migrants on skilled worker 

visas highlights serious gaps in worker protections, enforcement and oversight. This 

is not isolated – it points to systemic failure. 

“While the UK has rightly criticised exploitative labour systems overseas, we must 

also be willing to look closely at our own. The evidence from our Helpline shows that 

elements of the skilled worker visa system – particularly the requirement for workers 

 
1 A modern slavery case is a situation of exploitation that involves one or more potential victims. 



 

   
 

to remain tied to a single employer – can create conditions where exploitation can 

flourish. 

 

“We urgently need stronger safeguards for migrant workers, tighter oversight of 

recruitment, and decisive action against employers abusing the visa system.” 

Exploitation concentrated in key UK industries 

The Helpline also recorded rises in sectors critical to the UK economy and public 

services, where there are high numbers of migrants on skilled worker visas: 

• The care sector recorded the highest number of cases for the third year 

running, with a record 170 cases in 2025, a 59% increase on 2024. 

• The hospitality sector saw an 85% increase, with 163 cases reported. 

• The construction industry recorded the highest number of potential victims of 

any sector, with 710 people reported across 150 cases. 

Four in five cases occur within the UK 

Where the country of exploitation was recorded by the Helpline, 2,173 cases of 

modern slavery (81% of total) involved exploitation taking place in the UK, 

underlining that modern slavery is a domestic issue affecting communities across the 

country. The number of cases in the UK represented a 37% rise since 2024. 

The number of potential victims recorded as UK nationals more than doubled, rising 

to 125 in 2025, up from 58 the previous year. 

Growing number of child victims and severe exploitation 

Other key findings from the Helpline’s 2025 data include: 

• A record number of child victims reported, rising from 325 in 2024 to 435 in 

2025 (up 34%). 

• A 215% rise in child victims of labour exploitation. 

• Three cases of organ harvesting involving five potential victims were 

recorded, up from one case the previous year. Two of the three cases 

reported in 2025 occurred in the UK. 

• Rises in cases of sexual exploitation (up 8%); criminal exploitation (up 11%); 

domestic servitude (up 15%). 

• Indian nationals recorded as the most common nationality overall for the third 

consecutive year (310 potential victims), a 42% increase from 2024. There 

were more Indian potential victims than the second and third most reported 

nationalities combined (Vietnam and the UK respectively). Many of the Indian 

nationals recorded as potential victims had entered the UK on skilled worker 

visas.   

In total, the Helpline team responded to 11,231 calls, web forms and app 

submissions from people seeking advice and guidance on modern slavery in 2025. 

 



 

   
 

 

 

 

 

Notes to editors 

For media enquiries and interview requests, please contact media@unseenuk.org or 

call 07951 678152. 

An embargoed copy of the full report ‘Annual Assessment 2025’, which includes the 

findings, case studies and a data breakdown on each police force area, is available 

upon request. 

 

About the UK Modern Slavery & Exploitation Helpline 

• The Helpline, run by Unseen, operates 365 days a year, is staffed by 

specialists, is free to use, and can take calls in more than 250 languages. 

• Anonymised aggregate data from the Helpline is used to inform academic 

research, policing and government strategies, and help Unseen’s Business 

Portal members identify trends in their sector. 

• The Helpline is confidential and independently funded, relying on grants from 

trusts, businesses, fellow charities and other organisations, and donations 

from the public. It receives no government funding. 

• Marking its 10th anniversary this year, the Helpline makes referrals to law 

enforcement, local authorities, government agencies and other NGOs. 

• Potential victims, members of the public, professionals and business leaders 

can call the Helpline on 08000 121 700 for information, advice and guidance 

on any modern slavery issue. 

• Read more about types of modern slavery and spotting the signs of 

exploitation. 

https://www.modernslaveryhelpline.org/
https://www.unseenuk.org/about-modern-slavery/types-of-modern-slavery/
https://www.unseenuk.org/about-modern-slavery/spot-the-signs/

