UK government faces pressure to reform modern slavery laws and employment rights
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The UK government finds itself under siege as MPs call for urgent reforms to close glaring loopholes that permit corporations to exploit workers, undermining British businesses. In a scathing report released on Monday by the business and trade select committee, the committee warns that without immediate action to tighten the Modern Slavery Act, the UK risks becoming a "dumping ground" for goods produced under abhorrent conditions. This comes at a time when countries like Europe and the US are ramping up regulations to combat forced labour.
Particular scrutiny has fallen on fast fashion giant Shein, notorious for its low-cost clothing and manufacturing operations in China. MPs have expressed outrage over Shein's opaqueness regarding the potential use of cotton sourced from Xinjiang, a region infamous for the forced labour of Uyghurs. Liam Byrne, chair of the committee, stated gravely, “The UK is really now in peril of becoming a dumping ground... in danger of operating a second-class regime to safeguard our markets against forced labour."
The committee's proposed reforms would mandate that companies publicly disclose their strategies to combat modern slavery in their supply chains. Additionally, it advocates for enhanced penalties for non-compliance, including a "naming and shaming" initiative designed to hold companies accountable for neglecting their moral and legal responsibilities.
In tandem with modern slavery reforms, the committee insists that the government overhauls the employment rights bill set for parliamentary discussion. These critical changes would tackle zero-hours contracts, impose reasonable notice periods for shift changes, and take a staunch stand against deceptive self-employment practices. Byrne emphasized the necessity of these reforms, stating, “We want ministers to make some strategic changes to the employment rights bill to ensure that Britain's best firms are no longer undercut by rogue companies that cut corners and exploit their workers.”
To bolster the enforcement of labour rights, the government has outlined plans to empower the recently established Fair Work Agency, which will centralize the activities of multiple existing bodies tasked with addressing modern slavery. This agency will be granted extensive powers to conduct investigations akin to police operations, initiate civil proceedings against transgressors, and impose hefty fines.
In response to mounting concerns, the government has indicated its commitment to review the committee's findings and decide on a path forward. A spokesperson for the government proclaimed, “Our employment rights bill will upgrade workers’ rights across the UK, tackle poor working conditions and benefit businesses and workers alike.” However, recent proposals indicate troubling regressions, including extending the probationary period for new employees from six to nine months and abandoning the previously discussed "right to switch off" outside working hours.
As negotiations persist between the government, businesses, and unions, the implications of this report and the anticipated bill could drastically reshape the landscape of workers' rights and business practices in the UK, serving as a stark reminder of the importance of vigilance against policies that may favour exploitation over protection.
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