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PURPOSE
The purpose of this insights paper is to provide a summary of the Modern Slavery 

Act 2018 (Cth), its impact on Australian organisations, and what good practice looks 

like in addressing modern slavery in an organisation's operations and supply chains.

THE ETHICAL 
CHALLENGE OF 
MODERN SLAVERY
Modern slavery is a human rights violation 

that impacts more than 40 million people 

globally. 61% of survivors are in forced 

labour; working on farms, in factories and 

�sheries (Anti-Slavery Australia). Two-

thirds of people affected are based in 

South-East Asia. Pro�ts from forced 

labour alone are estimated to be around 

US$150 Billion. In short, “modern slavery 

is the commodi�cation of people for the 

purpose of exploitation and �nancial gain’” 

(Unseen UK).

Modern slavery is also a problem in 

Australia, with the Australian Institute of 

Criminology estimating there are at least 

1,900 people living and working in slave-

like conditions (based on a 2017 study).  

Many NGOs place that �gure at 15,000 

(Global Slavery Index). 1 in 5 cases are not 

report (Anti-Slavery Australia). Hidden in 

plain sight, modern slavery in Australia 

exists in many sectors including 

agriculture, horticulture, mining and 

construction, and in services such as nail 

salons, cleaning services and security.

Modern slavery presents an ethical challenge for many 

organisations who are largely unaware of where their products 

come from, how they are made and what are the real conditions 

of employees in the supply chain. According to Luis C. de Baca, 

"it's not a question of if, but where and to what extent there is 

slavery in your supply chains and operations." 

When the Rana Plaza in Dhaka, Bangladesh collapsed on 24 

April 2013, killing more than 1,100 women who were in the 

factory and injuring 2,500 more, it brought worldwide 

attention to the plight of many people who suffer substandard 

working conditions in order to make the products we purchase. 

Through the Sustainable Development Goals and Guiding 

Principles on Business and Human Rights, the UN has put a 

mandate before governments and the private sector to 

improve the entire ecosystem of supply chain management in 

order to make it more ethical and resilient.
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MODERN SLAVERY ACT 2018 (Cth)

The Modern Slavery Act 2018 (Cth) ("the Act") has brought a new area of compliance to the business 

community of Australia. It calls upon organisations to report on the risk of slavery in their supply chains 

and operations and to state what plans are being made to address it through a system of transparency, 

reporting and due diligence. Although currently targeting organisations with an annual consolidated 

revenue of $100M+, the legislation is also impacting smaller entities who are part of the supply chain of 

larger entities.

The legislation came into effect on January 1, 

2019. Designed with a continual reporting 

mechanism, reporting entities has six months 

from the end of their respective �nancial year 

to submit a modern slavery statement to the 

Australia Border Force website.

What does it mean for your business? 

An organisation must prepare a modern slavery statement 

each �nancial year. The modern slavery statement must be 

posted online and include:

Finally, the Act makes provision for entities that fall under the revenue threshold to voluntarily opt-in to

comply. Those who elect to do so must indicate their intention to the Department of Home Affairs by the

end of the reporting period for their organisation (cf. Guidance for Reporting Entities, p.22).

           The organisation’s structure, its operations and its 

supply chain;

            Its governance framework for addressing modern 

slavery risks; 

            The parts of its business and supply chains where 

there is a risk of modern slavery taking place; and

           The steps it has taken to assess and manage that 

risk, including providing training about modern slavery 

for its employees. 
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GOOD PRACTICE
The tenor of the Modern Slavery Act 2018 (Cth) is that reporting entities take 

reasonable steps to assess and address modern slavery risks. The expectation being 

that the market will drive the 'race to the top' rather than government pressure or 

disciplinary action.

1. Stakeholder Engagement

As a compliance mechanism, it is easy for any 

organisation to treat the Act as another box-ticking 

exercise built on a series of policy amendments and 

contractual arrangements. In our engagement with 

business, since the �rst statements were lodged, we 

have witnessed a spectrum of responses based on 

the capacity and readiness to comply, along with 

the extent to which modern slavery risk affects a 

company's reputation. Despite this, there are 

examples of genuine investment in the complexities 

of modern slavery. Here are three examples of good 

practice in compliance.  

positive engagement, and where you can leverage your 

in�uence . This will enable you to establish a credible 

baseline for setting goals and measuring effectiveness. 
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When assessing modern slavery risk, it's good 

practice to incorporate data analysis with an 

engagement within key stakeholders in the supply 

chain. This includes collaborating with suppliers 

to formulate a workable supplier code of conduct 

and  developing solutions for responsible 

sourcing. Organisations would also bene�t from 

developing strategies to engage directly with 

people working for a supplier with a view to 

deciding how to address immediate grievances. 

2. Leveraging Your Ecosystem

When taking steps to effect change, it's good 

practice to consider the risks in your supply chain 

as well as your operations, such as third-party 

recruiters, joint venture partners, investors, and 

investments. Moreover, understanding how your 

business operates within its own ecosystem, will 

enable you to perceive the opportunities for

3. Context over Contract

As organisations put in place the procedural foundations 

for addressing modern slavery risk, such as supplier 

categorisation, risk management frameworks, self-

assessment questionnaires, training products etc., it's 

good practice to move beyond process and consider the 

context in which people experience severe forms of 

exploitation. This requires a deeper investment in 

'unearthing' modern slavery risks, being convinced that 

data analysis can only provide limited insights, and that 

policies are only as good as when they are fully 

implemented and operational. Having a close engagement 

with the context in which modern slavery thrives will 

better inform your policies and give greater purpose to 

your improvement strategy.
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THE BUSINESS CASE
Aside from the legislative mandate for entities needing to comply with the Modern Slavery Act 

2018 (Cth), there is a business case for implementation, whether involuntarily or voluntarily.

REMAIN COMPETITIVE IN THE MARKET: Many

companies are now being required to

demonstrate compliance in order to tender and

maintain business with large corporations and

state governments.

IMPROVE YOUR REPUTATION: Many

customers and investors are making human

rights practices a priority alongside an

organisation’s environmental footprint (cf.

ACSI and RIAA, Modern Slavery Reporting –

Guide for Investors (2019). Companies have

the opportunity to improve their reputation

and be a leader in the market.

MITIGATE FINANCIAL AND LEGAL RISK:  There

are direct �nancial impact and legal risks

involved in not addressing the risk of modern

slavery. In particular, the impact of Covid-19 is

being felt in global supply chains.

IMPROVE STAFF MORALE:  Generations Y and Z

are fast becoming the largest cohort of

employees. They prioritise purpose over pro�t

and are looking for purposeful employment

experiences. (cf. CEO Magazine, Is your

workplace ready for Gen Y and Gen Z? 2019). 

FURTHER 
INFORMATION

5 TIPS FOR ENGAGING 
WITH THE MSA:

Make the risk of modern slavery about modern 

slavery survivors, not about your organisation.

Publish your own Position Statement on modern 

slavery to signal your intention to meet compliance.

Put aside Statuary Declarations. No one can 

state they are slave-free.

Get started early. Understanding the risk of 

modern slavery can be long and complex.

Start by engaging your suppliers to understand 

their needs before you create policies.
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Inherent limitations

This Practice Note provides a summary only of the subject matter covered, without the assumption of
duty of care by Unchained. The summary should not be relied on as a substitute for legal, �nancial or
other professional advice.T

he �ndings in this report are based on a qualitative study and the reported results re�ect a perception 
Unchained. Any projection to the wider management, personnel and stakeholders is subject to the 
level of bias in the method of the sample selection.

No warranty of complement, accuracy or reliability is given in relation to the statements and 
representations made by, and the information and documentation provided by Unchained  
management, personnel and stakeholders consulted as part of the process.

Unchained has indicated within this report the sources of the information provided. We have not 
sought to independently verify those sources unless otherwise noted in the report.

Unchained is under no obligation in any circumstance to update this report, in either oral or written 
form, for event occurring after the report has been issued in �nal form.

The �ndings of this report have been formed on the above basis.

Electronic Distribution of Reports

This Unchained report was produced solely for the use and bene�t of the Unchained and cannot be 
relied on or distributed, in whole or in part, in any format by any other party. The report is dated 1 
February 2022 and Unchained accepts no liability for and has not undertaken work in respect of any 
even subsequent to that date which may affect the report.

Any redistribution of this report requires the prior written approval of Unchained and in any event, is 
to be complete and unaltered version of the report and accompanied only by such other materials as 
Unchained may agree.

Responsibility for the security of any electronic distribution of this report remains the responsibility
of Unchained accepts no liability if the report is or has been altered in any way by any person.
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