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ACTUALITY AT SOUP KITCHEN 

 

MAN: So put this away there, and if you want seconds, keep 

your bowls.  I’ve got enough for everybody tonight, look. 

 

DEITH: If you want to drive down costs, the cheapest workforce 

can be found on the streets. 

 

MAN: Serve this lady next. 

 

DEITH: The number of people sleeping rough is increasing, and 

so is the number being exploited by those who see paying a minimum wage as an unnecessary 

overhead.  File on 4 can reveal Britain’s police forces are working on nearly fifty investigations 

into trafficking, forced labour and servitude – what the Government says is nothing less than 

modern day slavery. 

 

PACE: Waking up at five, six o’clock in the morning to then 

finish at about eleven o’clock at night.  I said, ‘Look, honestly, I need a day off, I’m really, 

really tired,’ and he said, ‘No, get into the transit van,’ so then I started running into the forest, 

carried on running and running and running and I just wouldn’t stop. 
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DEITH: The Government’s introducing new legislation in the 

form of a Modern Slavery Bill.  But will it work? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAIN 

 

DEITH: Our journey starts in London’s hinterland, Croydon.  

This is a story about the men trapped in the work wasteland.  Ripped off and exploited.  

Surviving on the margins of normal life.  But surviving is all they’re doing. 

 

TOMAZ: Going to show you the worst place where the people 

sleep, you know, in West Croydon. 

 

DEITH: That’s Tomaz, we’ve changed his name and those of the 

other Polish men who are going to show us their Croydon.  Boris, Joseph and Marek, who 

leads the way in his hi-vis yellow jacket. 

 

MAREK: I work, sometimes I work illegal for – sorry – shit 

money, yeah?  I work for Irish people, I work for Polish people for nothing.  I don’t know, £30.  

This is nothing.  I don’t have money, enough money for a room.  This is nothing, this is 

nothing. 

 

DEITH: When well-paid work for Polish builders dried up in the 

recession, Marek and the others were forced to become cheap labour.  All they can find now is 

work like tarmacking and demolition, sometimes offered to them by people in the street.  They 

say sometimes they’re paid £2, £3 an hour.  You can’t afford rent on that. 

 

ACTUALITY 

 

TOMAZ: This is the worst place where they sleep sometimes, you 

know, and all these guys sleep in here.  English guys.  If you want to see inside. 

 

DEITH: Yeah, let’s go in. 
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TOMAZ: Okay. 

 

ACTUALITY OF DOOR OPENING 

 

DEITH: I want to just describe where I am, because you’ll be 

able to hear the birdsong and the odd car passing, which doesn’t really do it justice.  What I’m 

looking at is a gap in a fence, which we’ve pushed through.  We’ve walked over a mound of 

rubbish with beer cans, baked bean tins, some old duvets, and we’ve opened the door of an 

electricity substation and inside is a kind of bedroom really.  There’s a duvet in here on a 

mattress, some sleeping bags, some coats, they’ve found a chair to put some items on.  Some 

shoes are tucked up on top of the high voltage boxes and every now and again we hear some 

rustling which I assume is some wildlife, perhaps a rat.  Sometimes five or six guys sleep in 

here at night and then they get up at the crack of dawn, they walk over the mound of rubbish, 

out through the gap in the fence and join the black economy. 

It’s a hopeless circle.  Marek and his friends are homeless because they’re being exploited.  But 

people are able to exploit them because they’re homeless and desperate for money – any 

money. 

 

TOMAZ: They say, ‘You’ve got £80,’ but they pay £20 or they 

don’t pay nothing.  You’re working two weeks, after two weeks job you don’t have money, 

nothing. 

 

MAREK: I working for big demolition company, but English guy, 

yeah, have maybe £120 yeah?  I’m Polish guy.  After tax here I have £60.  I do two more work 

…. 

 

DEITH: Twice as much work? 

 

MAREK: Yes, twice, twice yes, but I’m Polish. 

 

DEITH: I asked Marek when was the last time he had a hot meal.  

He said one day last week he did buy some fast food.  There are lots of men living the same 

way. 
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FORD: I’ve got just shy of fifty on my books as clients.  They 

get into that cultural thing where it becomes the norm to live in squats and on the streets and 

drink, you know, shrugging their shoulders.  It is the norm for them.  But yes, standing outside 

of that culture looking in, I can watch people deteriorate. 

 

DEITH: David Ford has managed to get a small amount of 

council funding to try to help homeless Eastern Europeans in Croydon.  Living like this is 

killing them. 

 

FORD: There’s someone in our local hospital who has had TB, 

malnutrition and diabetes, you know.  The guy was living in squats and on the streets, working 

in car washes for £20 a day or whatever.  The guy’s died.  There was two died last year.  

There’s guys that I was working with last year who were in appalling condition.  I would be 

amazed if they were alive. 

 

DEITH: Why can’t more of them find good work? 

 

FORD: What’s happened now is – and I’ve heard this quite a lot 

recently – is when the good times were here, everyone wanted to employ the Polish people 

because they knew that they would work really really hard.  Times are tough now and people 

don’t want them, and the only work that they can find is quite often illegal work, you know.  I 

had a guy went up to Wales.  After two weeks he came back.  He was on £2 an hour. 

 

DEITH: What was the work that he was expected to do? 

 

FORD: Labouring, labouring.  £2 an hour.  And that’s happening 

not just in the black economy, that’s in the real economy, you know.  It’s everything from the 

individual Bob the builder getting a guy to help him do a bit of building, right up to big 

organisations who are complicit in this. 

 

DEITH: David Ford told me about a man who’d been ripped off 

by a recruitment agency with offices in central London and contracts with big house builders in 

the city. 
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DEITH cont: His name is Stefan and he’s got some work this week, 

stripping out a shop in Bromley.  He’s told us to come here and he’ll meet us after his shift.   

Hi Stefan, how was work today?  It was a night shift, yeah? 

 

STEFAN: Yes, I start yesterday, plus day shift. 

 

DEITH: Wow. 

It’s May, yet Stefan is wearing two fleeces and a thick quilted jacket.  I can still tell he’s very 

thin.  He looks done in.  His face is grey.  He was living in a squat when he saw an advert on 

the internet for work on a big South London building site through a recruitment agency.  He 

didn’t ask what the pay was because he was desperate for the work.  He started renting a room.  

When he saw his pay at the end of the first week, he couldn’t believe it. 

 

STEFAN: For a week work, £109.  I asked the contract person, 

‘How much do you pay me?’ and he told me, ‘Why it’s important for you?  You don’t do 

heavy work, you have something between £4, £4.50 per hour,’ and he told me, ‘What? Do you 

deserve more?’ 

 

DEITH: In a week where you earned £109, how hard was it to 

live on £109? 

 

STEFAN: Please!  What I can do.  I paid my rent, what is £76 per 

week, I make it one week bus pass, £20.20. What I eat?  What money to buy your food? 

 

DEITH: So what did you do? 

 

STEFAN: One week without food. 

 

DEITH: You went one week without eating? 

 

STEFAN: Saturday I collect the money, Saturday I eat something 

because I have maybe £3.  I bought chicken and chips, it was £2.  Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, 

Wednesday, Thursday, Friday – zero, nothing.  In the centre they know my situation, they say 

me, ‘Okay, if you want to eat something, come on, I give you a sandwich, something what I put 

to eat me,’ but I can’t do that, I am too proud. 
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DEITH: The site manager said the recruitment agency was 

charging £14 an hour for Stefan’s labour, but he only saw £4 an hour.  We called the agency to 

ask about work.  It told us there’s jobs for labourers starting next week and it said the pay 

would be the minimum wage - £6.31 an hour.  Stefan and the others we’ve met came here 

legally, freely, only to find themselves exploited.  But they know others even worse off, 

brought over by organised gangs who promised them a job and a place to live, but turned them 

into slave labour, seized their passports to hold them to ransom and take their bank cards to 

steal their benefits.  It’s what called trafficking – basically moving someone in order to exploit 

them.  At the Metropolitan Police’s Human Trafficking Unit, Detective Inspector Kevin 

Hyland told me they’re investigating twelve cases as we speak. 

 

HYLAND: We’re dealing with cases where there are allegations and 

investigations involving people being exploited in the construction industry.  Dozens of men in 

appalling conditions.   Very large organisations, large sites, in the centre of London, very close 

to Canary Wharf and the gang operating nationally across the UK. This is a real problem and 

the fact that you can get cheap labour from overseas in particular, people who are very good 

workers, will do a good day’s work, won’t moan at having to work sixteen hours, maybe only 

getting paid £1 an hour or less, it’s big money. 

 

DEITH: Detective Inspector Hyland says the recruitment of 

people who are homeless often starts in Eastern Europe. With budget airlines, organised 

criminal gangs spotted a business opportunity to export and exploit people on an industrial 

scale. 

 

HYLAND: A case we dealt with, it was a Polish gang and they were 

bringing people over, they would target them, people on the streets, people who were suffering 

with alcohol dependency, some who had learning difficulties, and they would bring them over 

for forced labour and then they would force them to sign documents for banking and for 

benefits, and we were able to trace that they brought over at least 380 people, so it’s very 

organised.  And of course these people got no pay at all, so they were exploiting them time and 

time again. 

 

DEITH: Would you call those people slaves? 
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HYLAND: Yes. I mean, some of them were actually locked into 

rooms and held against their will, they were being made to do something that they didn’t really 

want to do. 

 

DEITH: File on 4 asked every police force in Britain how many 

cases of trafficking for labour exploitation, forced labour and servitude they are investigating. 

Some of them wouldn’t tell us. But we can say there are nearly fifty live investigations.  The 

Government’s been working on a new law for England and Wales, which it says will make 

prosecuting easier. The Modern Slavery Bill says is designed to make things simpler by taking 

different offences from different acts and putting them under one roof. There’ll be two main 

offences: one of human trafficking for exploitation and one of slavery, servitude and forced 

labour.  The new law would cover any situation where someone is forced, threatened – or 

simply deceived – into doing something for another person. The Met’s Detective Inspector 

Kevin Hyland says the new definition of trafficking is better. 

  

HYLAND: When you’re having people brought in, you know, there 

isn’t so much to prove around the exploitation and the movement and the coercion. So the 

current draft has taken some of the evidential burdens and reduced them. 

 

DEITH: But the Polish guy who made his own way here, he’s not 

got accommodation, he’s sleeping rough and every now and again he gets a phone call and he 

does some demolition work – is there anything you can do for him? 

 

HYLAND: If it was happening on a major scale then we would be 

looking at is this exploitation?  If it was one person in that situation, someone like that needs to 

be supported, and we have dealt with similar cases to that, where we then approach the main 

company that was employing the people and they removed the sub-contractors and then they 

paid the people direct. 

 

DEITH: Stefan asked his site manager to hire him, but was told it 

was company policy to use recruitment agencies.  From South London, we travel into the heart 

of the capital.   
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ACTUALITY IN LONDON 

 

DEITH: Lincolns Inn Fields is a beautiful London square, tucked 

away behind the Court of Appeal.  Manicured green grass, iron railings, lined on all sides by 

expensive lawyers’ offices.  But at this time, around 7 o’clock in the evening, it starts to 

change.  The lawyers are all cycling off home and instead people are filing in on foot - men and 

women, most with rucksacks on their back, forming quiet queues along the pavement.  They’re 

waiting patiently for food. This is one of the famous spots in London for soup kitchens. 

 

ACTUALITY AT SOUP KITCHEN 

 

MAN: Put it away there …. 

 

MAN 2: Right, if you want seconds, keep your bowls.  I’ve got 

enough for everybody tonight – look. 

 

DEITH: A third of those homeless in London are Eastern 

European, but half are British. And even though they’re perhaps more streetwise, they’re still 

falling prey to the slave-drivers. I’ve heard Lincolns Inn Fields is a magnet for people hunting 

for a cheap – or free –workforce to dig driveways. So I’m going to ask around and see if that’s 

true. 

 

CHRISTIAN: Guys came round, old gypsy guys.  They said, ‘Do you 

want a job?  Can you do a bit of labouring?’  I said, ‘How much are you going to pay?’  ‘We’ll 

pay you when the job’s finished.’  We drive down to this remote place and there’s a shed.  He 

said to me, ‘You’re going to sleep in that shed.’  No water … 

 

DEITH: Power? 

 

CHRISTIAN:  No electricity, nothing.  In the morning they came and 

took us to this lady’s front garden, so when we smashed up the paving, yes?  Thinking yes, 

we’re going to get some money, so we’re getting in the car, thinking that we’re going to get the 

cash.  So he said, ‘Would you like a packet of cigarettes?’  I said, ‘Yeah,’ so I got out the car, 

he gave me a fiver, in a petrol station this is, and he driven away [laughs].  So we got stuck in 

the middle of nowhere.   
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NIGEL: Some of them look the part, like they wear their yellow 

hi-vis like you wear on a building site.  Nine out of ten they come down in a van, you know 

what I mean?  There’s usually two of them.  They come in cars as well.  Me, I did a whole 

week for them, then I said, ‘Well, I’m off.’ 

 

DEITH: Where were you staying at night? 

 

NIGEL: In a caravan in Lewisham.  They fed me, that was it.  

That was the only thing they did do, you know what I mean?  They said the money would be 

there at the weekend.  I went, ‘Make sure my money’s there, you know what I mean?’  I said, 

‘I just want my money.  I work hard, I just want my money, that’s all I want.’  Come Friday, I 

fronted them, they surrounded me – ‘Just get back in your caravan.’  They threatened me.  

They said, ‘Go back in your caravan or we’ll dust you up,’ they said.  It was a bit terrifying, 

wasn’t it, you know what I mean?  I mean you don’t want to beat twenty people.  They’re nasty 

people, they’re just nasty people. 

 

DEITH: Hi, is it Megan? 

 

STEWART: It is, yes. 

 

DEITH: Hi, I’m Jane. 

 

STEWART: Hi, nice to meet you. 

 

DEITH: How are you? 

 

STEWART: I’m well, thanks. 

 

DEITH: You know this spot well? 

 

STEWART: Well, this and many more in London, yes. 

 

DEITH: Yeah? 

 

STEWART: Yes. 
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DEITH: Megan Stewart was homeless once. In recent years she’s 

been working with people sleeping rough. She says the street soup kitchens make it too easy 

for gangs to pick on them. 

 

STEWART: They may as well open a store and sell homeless people 

themselves, because that’s what’s happening.  The traffickers know they don’t have to go 

trawling the streets of London anymore because they know the homeless people will 

congregate in certain areas to get fed at night, so they just come along and pick whatever one 

they want, you know, pick the best of the bunch, if you like.  Sometimes they do actually target 

the ones that are really trembling and shaking from the alcohol and then they’ll give them 

copious amounts of booze and copious amounts of cigarettes until they get them to their 

destination and then everything changes, that’s when the treatment changes and they’re told, 

‘You’re now mine and there’s not a thing you can do about it.’ 

 

DEITH: But the gangs don’t just hit the obvious spots like soup 

kitchens.  They also come looking for people in parts of London where the homelessness is 

more hidden – like here in the heart of Westminster – at The Passage – where people can go 

indoors for a meal or a shower. 

 

ACTUALITY AT THE PASSAGE 

 

WOMAN: Do you want potatoes? 

 

MAN: Yes. 

 

WOMAN: Okay then. 

  

DEITH: Here people can get a proper lunch for 70 pence, and a 

bit of dignity – a chance to eat at a table, not in front of the whole world on the street. But Mick 

Clarke, the Chief Executive, says gangs use all manner of tricks to get inside. 

 

CLARKE: We’ve even had some people attempt to get in by 

pretending they are street homeless, so that they could coerce vulnerable people into this cheap 

labour type activity.  In one case, there was an individual they were targeting who was 

mentally unwell.  These people know that the way that they are going to get their cheap 
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CLARKE cont: workforce is by focusing on those who are most 

vulnerable, and what we’re seeing on the streets in London now played out every night, every 

day is essentially modern day slavery - it’s just rebranded. 

 

ACTUALITY AT ENTRANCE 

 

CLARKE: Well, we’re standing outside the entrance to the day 

centre.  I’ve seen a van parked just here and someone leaning out saying, ‘Got this job on, do 

you want to help us out with it?’ 

 

DEITH: The scenario you describe – do you think it’s increasing? 

 

CLARKE: Absolutely. I’ve been chief executive here for just over 

five years.  I’ve never seen so many approaches as we see.  It’s linked to the recession that 

we’ve experienced and I think you’re probably even seeing perhaps firms who would describe 

themselves as reputable, potentially straying into this area of work as they try and actually find 

how they can make the bottom line stack up.  And I think there’s no shame in it.  I get the 

feeling they think they are immune to any comeback. 

 

DEITH: The National Crime Agency has released figures 

showing that last year there were 511 potential victims of trafficking for labour exploitation – 

the police admit that will be a fraction of the true number.  So are the gangs rounding them up 

immune? I asked the Metropolitan Police’s Kevin Hyland. 

Some spots tell us that pretty much at least once a fortnight someone will come round, so it 

wouldn’t take too many nights for your officers to stand, say, in Lincolns Inn Fields and you’d 

probably see someone.  Do you do that kind of thing? 

 

HYLAND: We have done it.  We do it when we’re responding to 

intelligence and when the charities contact us with that intelligence we go and we respond to 

that in that way.  One of the issues is the reporting of this particular type of crime is very low, 

albeit there are some cases where it’s horrendous what’s happened to people, those that have 

been reported to us.  So really it’s a piece of work that we are looking at, we’re looking at 

developing.  But clearly our intelligence picture needs to be developed more.  But we do see 

these as victims. 
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ACTUALITY ON STREET 

 

DEITH: The gangs the men in Lincolns Inn Fields have been 

telling me about are, in their words, Irish travellers. And according to figures from the UK 

Human Trafficking Centre, which is at the National Crime Agency, in 2012, 145 men said 

they’d been exploited by travellers who made them do tarmacking and block paving. Most of 

the men were from Poland or Lithuania. 39 of them were British. Liam Vernon is deputy head 

of the UK Human Trafficking Centre.  

 

VERNON: We saw exploitation typically in agriculture, factories, 

food processing, but a large proportion that we saw was in the block paving and tarmacking 

industry. They were predominantly trafficked by members of the UK traveller community, so 

we had in 2012 a report of 145 such victims.  We’ve seen very young men, so sort of 18 

onwards, and we’ve seen men right up until their fifties, typically homeless, unemployed and 

alcoholic. And of course that’s their vulnerability, and traffickers, whichever crime type they’re 

looking at, look for those vulnerabilities in their victims and that’s why they select them. 

 

ACTUALITY AT FAIR 

 

CLAIRE: So what are you doing tonight? 

 

PACE: I’m just going to, you know, sit down, chill out, you 

know, hopefully come round yours for a bit, is that all right, yeah? 

 

CLAIRE: Yeah, it’s sound, yeah. 

 

DEITH: John Pace shares a cigarette with his friend, Jess Claire, 

by Blackpool’s Central Pier.  All that’s protecting him from the biting wind is some watery 

sunshine and a thin jacket that hardly qualifies as a coat. He’s 20, but looks younger; 

impeccably polite, and seemingly without a trace of bitterness about the hand life’s dealt him. 

 

PACE: This place here is Central Pier.  I used to stay under it, I 

used to actually live underneath here and keep myself alive really.  It’s a bit of shelter and that 

at the same time, so if it started raining I’d be a little bit more drier than I would be if I slept, 

you know, on the pavement itself. 
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DEITH: John Pace isn’t counted in the figures, because he didn’t 

tell anyone what happened to him, after Irish travellers stopped him one day as he was walking 

along the seafront, carrying his sleeping bag. 

 

PACE: They pulled up and they started asking me if I wanted a 

job and that, they can give me free accommodation and pay for everything really.  I said yeah, I 

thought actually it was a good idea, it was a really really good idea at the time. They were 

saying to me that they do the villas and everything in Spain, so I thought wow, that would be a 

good step into construction and everything for me. 

 

DEITH: John went with them. They bought him some chips and 

some cigarettes and he spent the first night at a caravan site in Blackburn. The next morning 

they said they putting him on a plane.  But instead of villas in Spain, he found himself working 

on driveways in Sweden.  And the £50 a day he’d been promised? Well that became £20 - 

when he was paid at all.  

What were you actually doing? 

 

PACE: Tearing up asphalt, carrying blocks in, taking the blocks 

out - it was nonstop. Waking up like five, six o’clock in the morning to then finish at about 

eleven o’clock at night.  They said to me, you know, ‘If you leave, what are you going to do, 

because you know at the end of the day we’ve taken you off the streets, we’re giving you 

money, we’re helping you out – so what?  You’d rather stay on the streets and be a dosser and 

stuff like that?’  That’s the reason why I felt a bit trapped actually in their world really. 

  

DEITH: How did you get away? 

 

PACE: They came up to me and asked, ‘Come on, we’re doing a 

bit of hawking and that,’ and that’s door to door canvassing.  I said, ‘Look, honestly, I need a 

day off, I’m really really tired.’  He said, ‘No, get into the transit van.’  And I just carried on 

walking and then I started running into the forest.  They kept shouting over, ‘John come on, I’ll 

let you have a day off, I’ll let you have a day off.’  I just carried on running through the forest, I 

just carried on running and running and running – I just wouldn’t stop. 
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DEITH: After months back on the streets in Blackpool, John Pace 

has just been offered a room in a hostel. What if he’d stayed with the travellers in Sweden?  

Could he still have been there after ten, twenty, thirty years?  It could happen – it did happen, 

in the most high profile case of modern day slavery in Britain.  Fourteen British and two Polish 

men were freed from a life of squalor and exploitation in Cheltenham, working for a family of 

Irish travellers called the Connors, digging driveways all over the Midlands.  Billy and Breda 

Connors, their two sons and son in law were found guilty of forced labour. Some of the men 

had been with them decades. One even adopted their name, calling himself Michael Connors. 

He was there thirty years. The Connors might still have their private workforce if it hadn’t been 

for the discovery of a skeleton of a man near the site three years before. Detective 

Superintendent, David Sellwood showed me where. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

SELLWOOD: … Pull over for a few seconds, the last red brick one on 

the right is where Chris’s remains were found. The family were clearing the garden, because 

the elderly chap who lived here had died.  And when they reached the shed, they found Chris’s 

remains, which was effectively a skeleton and that’s what started this whole investigation. 

 

DEITH: Christopher Nicholls had crawled under a tarpaulin and 

maybe starved to death. We don’t know. The coroner recorded an open verdict.  

 

NICHOLLS: He came from a normal family, he was loved and he 

loved his family, he loved his children, he had established himself really and then all of a 

sudden he went off the rails for, you know, whatever reason he did.  He didn’t have to; he 

didn’t have to choose that life. 

 

DEITH: Christopher Nicholls’ father, John. His son worked with 

him in insurance for a while. He led an ordinary life, he had a couple of relationships and two 

children. But when the second relationship broke down, something in Christopher broke. He 

drifted away. He told his father a woman had offered him a job in Gloucester. And that was the 

last they saw of him. We know now the woman who offered him the job was Breda Connors.  
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SELLWOOD: He did some block-paving, but his main skill was as a 

hawker and he was good at getting work for the Connors family.  He did have a terrible drink 

problem and the Connors supplied him with drink as long as he was able to hawk.  He 

obviously wasn’t happy with that life because one night he fled the site.  Unfortunately he was 

rundown by a van just down the road from where we are now and very seriously injured and he 

was hospitalised for some time.  He was soiling himself, he couldn’t look after himself and it’s 

my view they just got rid of him and threw him off the site.  

 

DEITH: The Connors told the police they were the Good 

Samaritans – taking Christopher in and looking after him. But as officers started to talk to men 

who’d left the travellers site, they began to doubt that. Then a letter from the Department for 

Work and Pensions revealed the Connors had been cashing Christopher Nicholls’ benefits - 

after he died. Detective Superintendent David Sellwood decided to put the travellers’ site under 

surveillance.  

 

ACTUALITY AT SITE 

 

SELLWOOD: This is the entrance to Beggars’ Roost. It’s the site where 

we did the raid in March 2011.  It is invisible from the road, not overlooked by anything at all, 

so whatever happened on the site was entirely private. 

 

DEITH: Let’s go and have a look. 

 

SELLWOOD: Just round the corner of this building here, tucked away 

in a corner next to the rubbish dump is where the victims resided in their caravans. There’s still 

one old caravan in the corner there, and the quality of the caravans that the victims lived in 

were just awful, they were absolutely squalid.  When they took people to the sites originally, 

they treated them well for a period of time, but very soon they would resort to threats of 

violence or violence and intimidation in order to keep people in line.  We were able to capture 

on video a 17 year old boy being kicked and punched by Billy Connors and subsequently a few 

weeks later an older chap being beaten with a broom by Billy Connors. 

 

DEITH: What did they do for food? 



-  16 - 

SELLWOOD: They were given some money generally most days, 

sometimes they weren’t.  They would during the night go out to some of the local shops and go 

to the bins at the back and help themselves to foodstuffs that had been thrown out that was past 

its expiry date, so they would go and scavenge from bins from time to time.  One of the chores 

that many of them had to do was to empty the chamber pots of the Connors families in the 

mornings and they found that particularly humiliating. 

 

DEITH: And that day that you came in here, you felt you had 

enough evidence and you came – in your words – to rescue the men, were they relieved? 

 

SELLWOOD: No, not really because they didn’t know what was 

happening.  I think they all thought they were in trouble.  I was incredibly naïve, I thought 

they’d welcome us with open arms and we could reunite them with their families and they’d go 

back to the homes that they’d left years ago, but it was not like that at all.  It took not just days, 

but weeks and weeks before they sort of had any confidence in us and actually realised for 

themselves that they were the victims.  I don’t think they saw themselves as such at the time 

when we rescued them. 

 

DEITH: Some still don’t. Three of the men freed went back to the 

family – including Michael Connors. Billy Connors – the one caught beating his victims - is 

the only one of the family still in prison. Mike Docherty is from the Traveller Movement, a 

charity which campaigns for the rights and inclusion of Irish travellers, Gypsies and Roma.  

 

DOCHERTY: The kind of brutality that came out in the Connors cases 

is not endemic to Irish traveller culture. 

 

DEITH: It may not be endemic, but do you think there might be 

an issue there? 

 

DOCHERTY: What, with Irish traveller culture and exploiting 

homeless people?  No, I don’t think there is an issue. 

 

DEITH: So why do you think there is this perception that 

exploitation is a trademark of Irish travellers? 
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DOCHERTY:  A lot of it comes from the coverage of those Connors 

cases.  There are other cases that have happened that have not been reported in quite so much 

gory detail. 

 

DEITH: We did a straw poll at a soup kitchen and four or five 

people did tell us that they’d been tricked into working for Irish travellers, so that’s first-hand 

experience. 

 

DOCHERTY: Right, first of all I would say that exploitation with 

forced labour and servitude will have many different groups of victims.  Now if you’re going to 

a soup kitchen, you’re only going to come across potentially victims of one form of it.  You 

will not come across, for instance, victims of domestic servitude or maybe even victims.  

Illegal immigrants are brought in and required to work in the food industry, may not end up in 

soup kitchens, so therefore your straw poll is weighted, I’m afraid.  The perception that it is an 

Irish traveller issue is out there, however that is a distorted perception and it does not help the 

hidden victims of modern day slavery. 

 

DEITH: Mike Docherty takes issue with the evidence that you’re 

more likely to be exploited by Irish gangs: remember we heard one in three people exploited 

for labour blamed Irish travellers. He argues that because the media focuses on them, their 

victims just report it more. I put that to Liam Vernon of the Human Trafficking Centre at the 

National Crime Agency. 

 

VERNON: It is possible that the high numbers of victims identified 

is due to the increased awareness as a result of high profile prosecutions and preventative 

activity that has taken place over the last two to three years, and as a result of that we’re seeing 

more victims report to the police and frontline agencies recognise more clearly vulnerable and 

exploitative traffic situations.   

 

DEITH: Are you doing anything to engage with travelling 

communities? 

 

VERNON: There is quite a lot of work that has taken place, 

certainly at a local level, around trafficking per se around this specific issue, we have 

supportive police forces where they’ve worked around particular crime hotspots. 
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DEITH: But in terms of just talking to the travelling community 

about this issue, does that go on? 

 

VERNON: There has been engagement with the travelling 

community.  That engagement has gone on for quite a while. 

 

DEITH: It isn’t over for the Connors yet. Detective 

Superintendent Sellwood is going back to court, to use the Proceeds of Crime Act to try to 

seize their assets, which he’ll argue are worth millions.  If the Modern Slavery Bill is meant to 

catch criminals, it should be able to catch them in cases like the Connors.  But a Joint Select 

Committee of MPs the Government asked for feedback on the bill said the offence of slavery, 

servitude and forced labour had simply been cut and pasted from an old law and is too vague.  

The Committee thinks there should be six separate offences on a sliding scale, from the most 

serious – slavery - down to facilitating trafficking. The Met’s Detective Inspector Kevin 

Hyland welcomes the new bill, but he concedes criminal slave drivers will still bet on the law 

being unable to touch them.  

And the criminals who are doing this, they know that their victims are vulnerable, may not 

speak out, and they know that the chance of them being prosecuted is quite small, conviction 

even smaller.  They’re right, aren’t they? 

 

HYLAND: They are, because they know the people that they are 

targeting are less likely to support a prosecution.  That’s something that we’ve worked a lot on, 

is to support victims, to work with outside agencies in order that victims feel comfortable to tell 

us what’s happened.  The victim is turned into a commodity.  And if you liken it to drugs, if 

you move 10 kilos of heroin and you’re caught with the heroin, you go to prison for a very long 

time, just for having that.  With a person, you move them, they don’t know they’re being 

exploited, so you’re quite safe when you’re moving them. Even when they’re being exploited 

at the end, they don’t realise it or they accept it and they just don’t say anything, so the chances 

of identifying this and also then the chances of prosecution are greatly reduced, so this is big 

money to the criminals. 

 

DEITH: And even with the Connors, Detective Superintendent 

David Sellwood couldn’t make the offence of servitude stick.  
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SELLWOOD: The judge ruled that it wasn’t impossible for the victims 

to change their circumstances, that they could leave the site, they did go to the shops, they did 

leave the site to go and do work, therefore, they could have fled to the authorities.  So we found 

it impossible to prosecute an offence of servitude and we ended up prosecuting the forced and 

compulsory labour. 

 

DEITH: Is there anything in the new drafting of the slavery bill 

that will protect people from becoming victims?  

 

SELLWOOD: There are some new provisions, but currently as it stands 

I’m not sure it’s going to make a significant difference and I don’t see that it will make it easier 

for the police and the prosecution authorities to bring prosecutions against offenders. 

 

DEITH: When Billy Connors gets out of prison, he could set up 

exactly the same situation again and as long as he doesn’t beat anyone up, the law can’t touch 

him? 

 

SELLWOOD: As it stands at the moment, as long as he doesn’t force 

people or compel them, then it would be very difficult to prosecute him again for an offence of 

slavery or of holding people in forced or compulsory labour.  If he just exploited them and used 

the word just advisedly then he would not commit an offence. 

 

DEITH: We wanted to interview a minister. But the Home Office 

said no one was available, and sent us this statement: 

  

READER IN STUDIO: Action is being taken on a number of fronts, including 

through the proposed Modern Slavery Bill which will ensure that the worst offenders will for 

the first time face life imprisonment.   

 

DEITH: The Home Office says as well as the new law, it’s 

publishing an action plan, including deploying specialist teams at Britain’s major ports – to 

identify and protect victims, reviewing the support available when people are rescued, and 

talking to businesses about being transparent about their supply chains.   
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READER IN STUDIO: Modern slavery is a complex and multifaceted problem 

and legislation is just part of the solution. 

  

DEITH: You can see how the Modern Slavery Bill should – in 

theory – make it easier to prosecute the men John Pace worked for in Sweden, for trafficking 

and possibly forced labour. Although, remember, he didn’t report them to police.  But what 

about people like Stefan and Marek, who are victims, not of forced labour, but cheap labour? 

They haven’t been trafficked, but they’re being exploited all the same.  As Detective 

Superintendent David Sellwood has said, it’s not a crime just to exploit someone.  Which is 

why no-one can stop Michael Connors going back to the travellers who exploited him, if that’s 

what he chooses to do.  And why for many homeless, there seems to be no choice at all.  
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