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Introduction 
 “No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their 

forms.” – The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 4. 

When most people hear the term ‘slavery’, they often think of the problems of the past, such as the 
transatlantic slave trade of almost 30 million Africans over the course of the 16th-19th centuries. They don’t often 
think of slavery as a problem that we face today. Slavery still exists, although it is not as obvious as it has been in 
history. 

The Issue 
Slavery was first officially defined by the League of Nations in the 1926 Slavery Convention as “the 

status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are 
exercised.” This definition has been adjusted to become more refined since, but the concept of ownership is still 
considered one of the most important components of slavery. This ownership of a person is an attack on their 
dignity. 

The primary reason why slavery has not yet been abolished is because contemporary forms of slavery are 
often very difficult to spot. Slavery has been outlawed by all nations in the world, and so it has moved into crime 
and corruption. To help you with your research, here are a few examples of the shapes that contemporary slavery 
takes. 

Examples of Modern Slavery 

1. Debt Bondage 

Debt bondage is defined by the UN as being the “status or condition arising from a pledge by a debtor 
of his personal services or those of a person under his control as security for a debt, if the value of 
those services as reasonably assessed is not applied towards the liquidation of the debt or the length 
and nature of those services are not respectively limited and defined”. Debt bondage can be very 
difficult to escape from, as often the work that victims are doing to pay off their debt is the only work 
available. The person that is eliciting the work from them has total control over them, and can force 
them to continue working even after their debt is considered ‘worked off’. 

2. Human trafficking 

The definition of trafficking of persons has been debated for decades, as it is very similar to migrant 
smuggling. The UN ‘Trafficking Protocol’ signed in 2000 states that there are three recognised 
elements of trafficking, all of which must be present for an act to constitute as ‘trafficking’ and not 
‘smuggling’. In summary, if the victim has been threatened, forced, coerced, abducted, deceived or 
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blackmailed into travelling and being exploited upon arrival at the destination, it’s trafficking. 
Trafficking is considered a form of contemporary slavery as the victim has no control over 
themselves, their trafficker now essentially owns them. 

3. Forced Marriage 

The 1956 Supplementary Convention to the Slavery Convention defines forced marriage as being 
where “a woman, without the right to refuse, is promised or given in marriage on payment of a 
consideration in money or in kind to her parents, guardian, family or any other person or group”. This 
non-consensual marriage is considered to be a form of modern slavery as, essentially, ‘ownership’ of 
the woman is being passed from the parents/family/guardian to the new husband. 

4. Forced Prostitution 

The UN does not condemn the act of prostitution itself, so long as it’s consensual. A report by the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) states that, “Forced prostitution 
occurs when a person is prostituted against his/her will, that is to say is compelled under duress or 
intimidation to engage in sexual acts in return for money or payment in kind, whether such payment 
is passed to others or received by the victim of forced prostitution him or herself.” Again, the concept 
of ownership and lack of control occurs here, and so it is considered a form of slavery. 

5. Other 

Other forms of modern slavery that the UN are concerned about are forced labour, serfdom and child 
labour. Be sure to research these as well when preparing your resolution. 

Key States/Organisations Involved 
Since modern slavery is a global issue, there are no “key states” as such to note. The UN works in close 

conjunction with a number of different programmes, NGOs and Foundations to abolish contemporary forms of 
slavery, such as Amnesty International, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) and UNICEF. A full list of these can be found on the OHCHR’s website, and has been cited 
below. 

Noteworthy Conventions and Protocols 
1. The Slavery Convention, 1926 

2. Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of 
Others, 1949 

3. Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and 
Practices Similar to Slavery, 1956 

4. ILO Forced Labour Convention, 1957 

5. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966 
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6. The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (The 
Trafficking Protocol), 2000 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue  
Working Group on Contemporary Forms of Slavery (WGCFS) 

The WCGFS was established in 1974 with the aim of fighting against slavery and slavery-like practices, 
in particular those outlined in the 1926 and 1956 conventions. Both of those conventions lacked a sufficient state 
reporting clause, and the WGCFS’s mandate was insufficient. Because of this, it was unable to do its job 
thoroughly, and it has since been replaced by the Special Rapporteur. 

The Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, its causes and consequences 

The Special Rapporteur’s responsibility is to continue the work of the WGCFS, however their mandate 
has been expanded to allow it to make visits to States Parties to assess the work that they’re doing to combat 
slavery. The current Special Rapporteur is Ms. Urmila Bhoola. 

Possible Solutions 
• Ensure peacekeepers working in areas of high trafficking rates are trained to recognise trafficking 

• Provide rehabilitation services for slaves recently released 
• Encourage countries to introduce a living wage to prevent debt bondage 

• Amend Trafficking Protocol to make protection & assistance mandatory (currently just 
discretionary) 

• Encourage mandatory education to prevent child labour 
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