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General Comments   
Project Respect is a Victorian based support and referral service for women and gender diverse people 
with experience in the sex industry and/or women and gender diverse people who have experienced 
human trafficking for sexual exploitation.   
  
While we are primarily based in Victoria, we provide support to women throughout Australia, and work 
in collaboration with other organisations across sectors such as family violence, housing, and legal 
services to provide multifaceted care to service users.    
  
Project Respect’s purposes are to:   
• Provide support to women and gender diverse people with experience in the sex industry to 

achieve self-directed goals, including equitable access to services;   
• Provide support to women and gender diverse people who have experienced trafficking for 

sexual exploitation, whether current, historic, international or domestic;    
• Advocate for structural change to end sexual exploitation. 
 
We provide a platform to elevate and amplify the voices of, while also being informed and guided by, 
those with past and present lived experience.    
  

We appreciate the opportunity to provide written feedback for the review of Australia’s Modern Slavery 
Act 2018, following the first three years of implementation. We have also welcomed the opportunity to 
provide feedback through attending one of the associated workshops with Professor McMillan.  
 
We note that as a small and currently underfunded service our ability to provide a thorough response to 
the consultation is constrained by resources and staffing. We do however offer to provide further 
clarification or to have follow up conversations in relation to our comments below.     
  

Project Respect’s Response to the Review of Australia’s Modern Slavery Act 
2018 
 
1. Format of our response 

We acknowledge that the consultation to the review of Australia’s Modern Slavery Act 2018 (“the Act”) 

was intended to be in the format of a set of questions about the operation of the Act. As our experience 

lies beyond the intended scope of the Act itself, but does involve providing support services to victim 

survivors of Modern Slavery in the form of trafficking for sexual exploitation, we provide our comments 

within this context. 

The Modern Slavery Act 2018 was enacted to strengthen Australia’s response to modern slavery but was 

not intended to replace or replicate the National Action Plan to Combat Modern Slavery 2020-2025 

(“the NAP”). While a review of the Act could be limited to assessing the effectiveness of the 

implementation of the Act as it stands, it is worth considering the unintended impacts of enacting an Act 

with limited breadth, as this has had an impact on the broader efforts to combat modern slavery. For 

this reason, our response does not answer the specific questions raised in the issues paper. There will be 

some questions referenced in our response however, such as the proposal to appoint an Anti-Slavery 

Commissioner.  
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2. The Impact of a Modern Slavery Act with limited scope and a misleading title 

The title page of the Modern Slavery Act 2018 (Commonwealth) includes a summary of the Act which 

describes it as: “An Act to require some entities to report on the risks of modern slavery in their 

operations and supply chains and actions to address those risks, and for related purposes.” As such, the 

Act is intended to be more of a “Modern Slavery Risk Reporting Act” or a “Transparency in Supply Chain 

Act”.  

It is our understanding that the development of this Act was to specifically address modern slavery risks 

in supply chains which had not previously been addressed through other legislation. The approach taken 

was largely centred around transparency, with limited inclusion of requirements for due diligence 

around selection and monitoring of supply chain inputs.  

The naming of the Act as the “Modern Slavery Act” has resulted in what we have seen as some 

community misunderstanding and misinterpretation of the nature of the Act. Without a more thorough 

understanding of the Act’s requirements, some members of the broader community believe that the Act 

contains a comprehensive, singular legislative approach to modern slavery that incorporates a response 

to all kinds of slavery and slavery like practices. This has led to misconceptions that we have observed in 

the community such as: 

• The view that the Act covers responses to trafficking for sexual exploitation, as a form of 

modern slavery, and that support organisations such as Project Respect are enabled by the Act 

to provide services to victim survivors;  

• The Act identifies the drivers of modern slavery and provides guidance to reporting entities 

around risk mitigation approaches to prevention of modern slavery; 

• The Act has a victim centric view of modern slavery;  

• The Act provides forms of redress, and pathways to justice, for victim survivors of modern 

slavery. 

All of the above are incorrect perceptions about the Act. 

While we appreciate that the criminal offences surrounding modern slavery are found in the Criminal 

Code divisions 270 and 271, and that Australia’s more complete plans to address modern slavery are 

found in the National Action Plan to Combat Modern Slavery, it is our view that the narrow focus of the 

Act creates several unintended impacts. These are: 

1. By concentrating significant resources toward a specific group of modern slavery crimes 

(those related to labour within supply chains – i.e. labour that results in up-stream product 

or service input into other products or services), this creates an unbalanced response to 

modern slavery that diverts attention and resources away from other forms of modern 

slavery. This creates a false impression that the risk of modern slavery in supply chains is 

either greater, or more important, than the risk of other modern slavery crimes.  

 

2. By so doing, this has an impact of further disadvantaging the prevention, early intervention, 

response and recovery effort concerning the modern slavery crimes that disproportionately 

impact women and girls. It is clearly established that the vast majority of crimes of 

trafficking for sexual exploitation are against women and girls. Any response to modern 
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slavery crimes should be undertaken with a gendered lens that considers the need for a 

gendered response and does not unintentionally ‘downgrade’ these crimes.  

 

3. The Act itself is not victim centred, and does not mention the impacts of modern slavery on 

people, or include any objectives about support for victim survivors. Rather, the Act is 

centred around the responsibilities of corporate and government entities, in a way that is 

fairly abstract. Without a link to the impact on people, an understanding of the human 

rights aspect is assumed but not articulated. We argue that this has an unintended impact of 

de-humanising the impacts of modern slavery and moving the response into a compliance 

model, with corporate entities appearing to have the primary responsibility to combat 

modern slavery in Australia, rather than a human rights focussed model with a whole of 

community response – supported by a resoundingly government responsibility at its centre.  

We note that the Modern Slavery Act 2018 (NSW) is a broader based Act which attempts to centre 

victim survivors, and provides for prevention and response to modern slavery risks and criminal activity 

beyond supply chain reporting. There is an opportunity for the Commonwealth Act to similarly be 

broadened in scope, mitigating against the risks described above. 

There is also potential for the Commonwealth approach to consider harmonisation of Commonwealth 

and State approaches, especially while NSW remains the only state with separate legislation.  

Further, the separate review of the Criminal Code Division 270 and 271 which is about to commence, 

may result in updated and improved definitions of modern slavery, that can be adopted in the Modern 

Slavery Act to enhance harmonisation. We would not recommend restricting the definition in the 

Modern Slavery Act to only some kinds of modern slavery.  

In terms of the effectiveness of the Modern Slavery Act regarding combatting human trafficking for 

sexual exploitation, in our experience the Act has not had any measurable positive impact, and as 

described above, has potentially resulted in negative impacts. Where gaps emerge in a response to 

modern slavery, they will unfortunately be exploited.  

3. The diversion of significant resources into combatting specific forms of modern slavery 

We are concerned that the significant resources devoted to implementing the Act may have come at the 

cost of funding efforts to combat and respond to other forms of modern slavery. It would be valuable if 

the implementation costs of the Act were publicly disclosed, with an assessment of the cost/benefit 

analysis of any improvements in mitigating modern slavery risks arising from this investment. 

As a small, critically underfunded organisation providing support for victim survivors for over 20 years, 

and also engaging in sector capacity building, collaboration and education, Project Respect has not 

received any Federal funding for the past 5 years aside from one $50,000 single year grant.  

We have seen Governments assess their progress against the National Action Plan to Combat Modern 

Slavery by citing implementation of the Act, and through statements about total amounts of grant 

funding awarded across a very large sector. We have not seen evidence of risk assessments undertaken 

or disclosed about the impacts of restraining funding from organisations providing supports to specific 

cohorts of people experiencing vulnerability, including people who might otherwise be falling through 

the gaps.  
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The community sector in general is starved of funds, and consequently this reduces the ability to 

identify, respond and report on risks of modern slavery as they happen directly to people. On the other 

hand, we see that the implementation of the Act requires significant total resources be devoted to 

reporting on ‘supply chains’ – reported on by corporate entities who arguably are responding to 

satisfying compliance obligations, which may or may not include a focus on human rights – alongside the 

extensive resources required in the establishment, implementation, monitoring and review of the 

system at a government level.  While we do not doubt the value of the work undertaken to improve the 

lives of workers who are at risk of experiencing slavery and exploitation, we do see a serious imbalance 

of funding support, where government resources have prioritised the implementation of the Act, while 

other services working directly with victim survivors of modern slavery are struggling to survive 

financially.   

The current Federal Government budget appears to contain no funding for the work undertaken by non 

Government organisations in regards to combatting modern slavery, nor is there a clear and transparent 

plan that identifies specific marginalised cohorts, and how services are expected to be provided to these 

people and with what funding, in order to mitigate the risks of not reaching these people at all. 

These non-government (not for profit) organisations provide many functions, including direct services to 

victim survivors, through professional social work, counselling and legal services. Organisations are 

active in prevention, early intervention, response and recovery – performing work that is not 

undertaken directly by government – but is vital to the success of the NAP. Most of these organisations 

provide services to a specifically identified cohort or cohorts of people who do not receive equivalent 

services through mainstream organisations. In the case of Project Respect, our service provision is at an 

intersection between family violence and human trafficking, that is unique and valuable in 

understanding and responding to emerging risks. Further, organisations such as ours are frequently 

called upon by Government to participate in and make submissions to inquiries, provide formal and 

informal advice to government and statutory bodies, and actively engage with the work of Government 

roundtables, consultations and committees - all unremunerated.  

Funding models for these services were fundamentally changed after 2015 to remove all service based 

funding and revert to wholly competitive grant models, project based, without transparent evaluation 

that may lead to further funding to scale the project or determine the gaps in services that need to be 

addressed. Further, organisations competing for funding are discouraged from collaborating, setting up 

a competitive environment, which is not in the best interests of people who need to access these 

services.  

This approach to funding does not allow long term planning or development by organisations, and does 

not recognise the accumulated skill and knowledge held by them. Organisations are then required to 

remain operating through donations from supporters, and time intensive application for short term 

grants. Individuals who remain in the field end up personally contributing through unpaid time or literal 

financial contributions. There is no job security for employees, and this reduces the ability to retain 

professional staff and support the high level of vicarious trauma and burnout experienced by people 

working in these sectors. There is also no ability to devote resources to outcomes measurement that 

would provide a better assessment of the efficacy of programs and the response to need. There is an 

impact of the loss of victim survivor voice, including in being able to provide alerts to emerging 

risks. There is a certain irony that the success of the Government’s anti-slavery and anti-



 

   
 

6 
 

exploitation responses in the fullest sense, relies on the unremunerated, or under-remunerated, efforts 

of people committed to this work.  

The funding levels across the sector are such that organisations will close. This will cause the loss of 

experience and competence within the sector.  

4. Opportunities for the appointment of a Federal Anti-Slavery Commissioner 

The issues paper contains discussion about the appointment of an Australian Anti-Slavery 

Commissioner, and notes that the terms of reference of the Commissioner could extend across broader 

issues than the terms of reference that the Modern Slavery Act review covers - which is limited to 

whether this Commissioner should play a role in enforcing the Act’s reporting requirements.  

We recommend that the role of the Commissioner should be broad, in a similar way that the NSW Anti-

Slavery Commissioner’s role is broad. By restricting the role of the Commissioner to only supply chain 

transparency, there is risk that the focus of anti-slavery efforts will also be restricted, as described in the 

above sections of our response. This siloing approach will also restrict collaboration across government 

and other organisations.  

Ideally, with an expansion in scope of the Modern Slavery Act itself, the Act could be the mechanism 

under which the Anti-Slavery Commissioner is appointed and role defined. As it stands now, with a very 

narrow focus on supply chains, the Act would not seem to be the best legislative vehicle to include the 

appointment of the Commissioner, as the role would be similarly constrained.  

The role of the Commissioner should significantly extend beyond the parameters of the current Modern 

Slavery Act, and oversee an all-of-government and community approach to addressing modern slavery. 

This includes but is not limited to implementation and evaluation of the National Action Plan, and work 

to support victim-survivors of trafficking, slavery and exploitation. 

Potential responsibilities of the Commissioner could include: 

• Coordinating a government and community response to modern slavery, incorporating input 

from government, industry, non-government organisations, civil society and academia, to 

prevent, disrupt, respond and support the recovery from modern slavery in Australia, and to 

ultimately eliminate modern slavery in Australia.  

• Overseeing the collation and analysis of data on modern slavery in Australia.  

• Providing independent oversight of the response to combatting modern slavery across all 

sectors – identifying risks, gaps and responses.  

• Encouraging collaboration and alignment of responses across Commonwealth, State and 

Territory governments.  

• Overseeing the implementation of the National Action Plan to Combat Human Trafficking and 

Slavery, and assuming a role in evaluation of the Government’s success against the plan, to 

provide independence (rather than reliance on the Government to self-assess). 

• Monitoring the effectiveness of Federal and State government bodies working to eliminate 

modern slavery.  

• Taking on responsibility for chairing the National Roundtable on Human Trafficking and Slavery 

and encouraging the Government to find innovative ways to hear the voices of non-government 



 

   
 

7 
 

organisations and the people they work with through the Roundtable, as well as the voices of 

victim survivors.  

• Overseeing the implementation of recommendations made by members and working groups 

established through the National Roundtable on Human Trafficking and Slavery and holding the 

Government accountable for timelines on agreed implementation.  

• Providing education, guidance and awareness training for government agencies and reporting 

entities about modern slavery drivers and risks, including publishing an annual list of regions, 

industries, and products with a high risk of modern slavery, and ensuring these risk reports 

extend across all forms of modern slavery, not only those involved in supply chains. The risk 

reports should extend to the structural factors that are increasing modern slavery risks in 

Australia, such as, for example, failures in border control to exclude entry from individuals with 

convictions concerning human trafficking in foreign jurisdictions.  

• Raising community awareness around modern slavery and human trafficking, including human 

trafficking for sexual exploitation.  

• Overseeing the maintenance, establishment, and implementation of mechanisms that ensure 

victims of modern slavery, including children, have access to appropriate support services and 

compensation. This would include encouraging and enabling collaboration between non-

government organisations, and between these organisations and government agencies.  

• Lead the review of outcomes of non-government organisations funded to undertake anti-slavery 

initiatives, monitor risks of closure of underfunded organisations, monitor gaps in service 

provision, and provide recommendations to relevant Government ministers concerning these 

closures and gaps. This provides an independent assessment of the value of the work of non-

government organisations including a needs analysis that can focus on appropriate services 

being provided to particular cohorts of people, and emerging risks.  

• Improving coordination between criminal justice agencies in identifying and prosecuting modern 

slavery cases; this should include data capture of the barriers to prosecution so these can be 

understood and mitigated.  

• Collaborating with the Ambassador for People Smuggling and Human Trafficking to align 

Australian and overseas responses to eliminating modern slavery.  

• Providing review and advice on improvements to legislation concerning modern slavery and 

human trafficking, and undertaking regular reviews of such legislation.  

• If contacted directly by individuals and/or their advocates, providing them with information 

about, and referral to, government and non-government programs and services.  

5. Other opportunities for a broader based Modern Slavery Act 

There are opportunities to broaden the scope of the Modern Slavery Act. The equivalent NSW Act 

provides an example of an Act that centres the experience of victim-survivors of modern slavery and 

those at risk of experiencing modern slavery. For example, the objects section of this Act (section 3) 

includes (amongst others) the objectives: 

“(b) to provide assistance and support for victims of modern slavery, … 

(d) to provide for detection and exposure of modern slavery that may have occurred or be 

occurring or is likely to occur, 
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(e) to raise community awareness of, and provide for education and training about, modern 

slavery,  

(f) to encourage collaborative action to combat modern slavery”  

There is nothing in any current Commonwealth legislation that centres victim survivors in this way nor 

provides a legislative context for these activities, acknowledging that there are aligning goals in the 

National Action Plan to Combat Modern Slavery.  

We recommend that Commonwealth legislation be extended to include such objectives, that then 

provide a consistent platform for the appointment of an Anti-Slavery Commissioner. The Modern 

Slavery Act could be extended to include such provisions.  

When reviewing these opportunities, consideration could also be made to what corporate 

responsibilities could look like that go beyond supply chain reporting. For example, corporate employers 

could be required to support employees who disclose experiences of slavery or slavery like practices, 

including those not related directly with their employment, with information about pathways for 

reporting and support.  

We recognise that employees are unlikely to report instances of modern slavery they experience in their 

employment directly with that employer (although they may report other non-employment related 

experiences to their employer). For this reason, a ‘hotline’ for reporting, as outlined in the NSW Act, 

should be implemented, with a requirement that this be communicated and included in signage within 

all places of employment (regardless of income level of the entity), and other public spaces. We can see 

a potential benefit of this hotline being displayed, for example, in brothels, as well as being available 

through a website. Given that NSW will be establishing a hotline, it would be important for a national 

hotline to be established that is the same telephone number across the country, for effective action to 

be taken when a report is made, particularly when the movement of persons is a factor in the offence. 

The Commonwealth Modern Slavery Act could be amended to legislate for the implementation of this 

national hotline.  

The Commonwealth Modern Slavery Act also doesn’t currently include a compensation or redress 

mechanism for victims of modern slavery. Whilst company-based compensation schemes should be 

encouraged, we support the establishment of a national compensation scheme to provide redress to 

people subjected to labour exploitation where companies have failed to implement appropriate due 

diligence to prevent modern slavery in their operations and supply chain. Further, this compensation 

scheme should be accessible to all other victims of modern slavery such as human trafficking for sexual 

exploitation. We support the proposal developed by Anti-Slavery Australia1 for a national compensation 

scheme.  

We further suggest that the implementation of fines for corporate entities not discharging their 

responsibilities under the Modern Slavery Act could be paid to a fund that is then directed to provide 

funding for organisations supporting victim survivors of all kinds of modern slavery crimes.  

 

 
1 https://antislavery.org.au/justice-for-all/ 
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Summary 

In summary, we support an approach to combatting modern slavery that centres the experience of 

victim survivors, prioritises prevention ahead of reporting transparency, maintains the central 

responsibility with government but includes an independent oversight mechanism, and supports 

sustainable funding for non-government entities providing key services not provided by government in  

prevention, early intervention, response and recovery across all identified cohorts of people requiring 

these services. As such, we support the broadening of the Modern Slavery Act beyond transparency in 

supply chains and see the importance of an approach to combatting modern slavery that is not siloed or 

focussed on one aspect of modern slavery at the exclusion of others.  


