Modern slavery allegations engulf West Country sea shanty band after minibus crash
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A West Country sea shanty band, The Old Time Sailors, known for their lively performances and participation at major festivals, finds itself ensnared in a serious modern slavery investigation. The band gained popularity for encouraging fans to don pirate attire and join in raucous singalongs. However, the arrest of six members following a minibus crash in Tavistock has unleashed allegations of exploitation and abuse within the group.
Early reports indicate the band was returning from a gig in Liverpool when their vehicle veered off the road, raising concerns among police. As officers responded to the incident, they identified several occupants of the van as potential victims of exploitation. Following this, a raid at a caravan park associated with the band uncovered eight individuals believed to be victims of modern slavery. Devon and Cornwall Police confirmed that the six arrested men have been released on bail as investigations continue.
Allegations have emerged that some band members, particularly those performing less prominent roles, faced inadequate compensation. According to sources, this includes reports of musicians being housed in substandard conditions while earning little to no wages, a troubling echo of the exploitation seen in various industries across the UK. In stark contrast to the band's statement, which claims adherence to a familial structure where costs are shared and mutual support is provided, these reports cast a shadow over their operations.
The issue of modern slavery in performing arts and entertainment sectors has historically been under-explored compared to industries like fishing or agriculture. Recent investigations in these sectors have revealed systemic abuses that often go unnoticed. For example, a report by the Environmental Justice Foundation detailed atrocious conditions faced by workers on fishing vessels in West Africa, highlighting long hours and poor living conditions. Similarly, several instances in the UK fishing industry have exposed the harsh realities faced by migrant workers, reinforcing the notion that exploitation can occur in any field where workers are vulnerable.
As police continue to work alongside local authorities and support agencies to safeguard the identified victims, the band has firmly rebutted the allegations levelled against them. They have characterised the reports as fabrications, claiming they stem from a recent fallout with a former member, who allegedly threatened to tarnish their reputation. On social media, they described the ongoing narrative as a “web of hate” and insisted that the true essence of The Old Time Sailors is rooted in a shared love of music and camaraderie.
While the band is scheduled to perform at Camp Bestival and several other locations this summer, their recent troubles have already led to cancellations, reflecting the immediate impact of the unfolding situation on their reputation and livelihood. The ongoing investigation serves as a stark reminder of the issue of modern slavery, reinforcing the need for vigilance in protecting vulnerable individuals across all sectors, including those in the arts. 
As this story develops, the contrast between The Old Time Sailors’ self-identification as a community and the troubling allegations poses critical questions about exploitation, oversight, and the multifaceted nature of modern slavery in contemporary Britain. The band’s future now hangs in the balance as they navigate public perceptions and the serious legal ramifications of the accusations against them.
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