
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Modern slavery: A rural reality 
 
 

‘I know modern slavery happens, but it doesn’t happen here’.  
 
That’s the refrain of the average person in Britain. We may have read the news reports with story after story, 
but still we insist, ‘it doesn’t happen here’.  
 
Where does modern slavery happen?  
 
The reality is that modern slavery is anywhere and everywhere. The big city, the market town, the 
picturesque village; all of them are touched by this pernicious crime.   
 
There are a lot of misconceptions about modern slavery, but convincing ourselves that it doesn’t happen 
where we are allows us to forget about it and leave it for someone else to deal with. This in itself could be 
one of the main reasons that modern slavery in rural areas is vastly underreported; for example farming and 
food processing, industries known to be at risk of modern slavery, are concentrated in rural areas and yet the 
rate of reporting of incidents is far lower than would be expected.  
 
The Clewer Initiative (theclewerinitiative.org) is the Church of England’s response to modern slavery. In our 
work helping dioceses tackle this issue we have spoken to the police, employers and charities supporting 
survivors. All of them have said the same thing, that there are victims that are not being found and many of 
them could be in the countryside.  
 
It was discovering this that led us to create our Modern Slavery in Rural Areas Toolkit. It equips rural 
churches to raise awareness of modern slavery in their communities, whether during a Sunday service or at 
the county show. It also helps them spot the signs of slavery and report their concerns, with a visual guide 
showing key places where exploitation could happen.  
 
What might modern slavery look like in a rural area?  
 
On a flower farm flowers are mostly picked by migrant workers. At busy times, thousands of people are 
employed there and unbeknownst to their employer, some of them are under the control of a trafficker. 
They are surrounded by fields, and it’s a 15 minute drive to the nearest town. They don’t trust anyone on the 
farm. 
 
A village with several holiday cottages is perfect for a family seeking a relaxing break, but it’s also the ideal 
location for a pop-up brothel. A pimp brings his ‘girls’ there for a week and, by the time the police have 



 
 

noticed, he’s gone. The local dog walkers saw men coming and going and a woman’s face at the window and 
wondered, but didn’t know what to do about it.  
 
How can rural churches respond? 
 
Someone being exploited in a rural area, far from public transport, could see the church as their only hope. 
They could turn up at a coffee morning or a Sunday service. If we believe modern slavery ‘doesn’t happen 
here’, will we see them?  
 
Rural employers may not see the risk of modern slavery to their supply chain. How can the church help to 
open their eyes to the exploitation that may be going on in their business?   
 
Through the Clewer Initiative’s national network of dioceses we have seen some great awareness-raising 
initiatives. In Lancashire, the Freedom Bus drives around delivering children to school with the Modern 
Slavery Helpline number emblazoned on the side.  
 
We hope our toolkit will inspire rural communities, perhaps not to buy a bus, but definitely to spread the 
word about modern slavery and look out for those victims who may be hidden in their midst.  
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You can download the Clewer Initiative’s Rural Toolkit at theclewerinitiative.org/rural.  
 
 
This article first appeared in Country Way 81: Live The Life, June 2019. Go to germinate.net/country-way for more 
information about how to subscribe. 
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