London's twenty-first-century slave trade





This week marks the bicentenary of the abolition of the Slave Trade Act. Yet forced labour and human trafficking are not spectres from our cruel past – they’re a shocking part of life in London today. Time Out meets four twenty-first-century slaves

We eat the food they have picked and wear the clothes they’ve sewn; they clean our homes and offices and even wipe our children’s noses. Many things Londoners take for granted – fresh fruit and veg in the supermarket, cheap designer fashions and affordable childcare – rely on the work of foreign migrants who are employed here , legally and illegally, often in poorly paid and dangerous jobs.
For workers employed legally there is such high competition for jobs, especially in areas such as construction and catering, that they are often paid well under the minimum wage (£5.35 for those aged 22 and over; £4.45 for 18 to 21-year-olds), with no training and in unsafe conditions.

Illegal workers, usually motivated by the chance for better opportunities in the UK than in their own country, arrive on tourist or student visas, get work or enrol in colleges and then overstay their visas. Some are smuggled in on forged papers and exist here on false documentation. 
Others arrive here seeking asylum but are unable to exist on Government benefit (£31.85 a week for 18 to 24-year-olds; £40.22 for those over 25) and end up working illegally.

The question of what to do with those who work here illegally remains unclear. The Home Office admits that at the current rate of deportations, it would take 25 years to remove them and cost billions of pounds. In addition, illegal migrants provide labour for Britain’s booming economy, fill the growing personal service job sectors of domestic work, cleaning, catering, food processing and hospitality. So what is the solution?

One answer might be to regulate the illegal workforce and allow such workers access to citizenship and legal status once they’ve worked here for a set period of time. After all, many have been here for years working and paying taxes under assumed identities. While it seems we’re more than happy to enjoy the fruits of migrant labour, be it legal or illegal, we are less willing to enter into a debate about its future. Until we do, 200 years after the slave trade was abolished in the British Empire, sweatshop hours and slave-like conditions will continue to be a fact of life for many in the capital.



 HYPERLINK "http://www.timeout.com/london/features/2729/2.html" The cleaner
'I’ve seen the lowest things of human nature'. Time Out meets a hotel cleaner from Brazil

The nanny 


 HYPERLINK "http://www.timeout.com/london/features/2729/4.html" The asylum seeker
We meet Rosa, 36, from the Phillipines who suffered terrifying abuse from her employers in Holland Park
 
The trafficked victim
'I’d like to put my head on my pillow one day and finally have some peace of mind.’ We meet the Israeli asylum seeker living in a constant state of limbo in London.
 
We speak to a Columbian sex worker who was forced into prostitution by London's people traffickers.


The cleaner
Ana, 34, from Brazil 
‘I get up at 4.30am to go to work at two cleaning jobs. The first begins at 6.30am and is in a college in Westminster. I get there by bus from my flat near the Edgware Road. I clean for two hours a day for £34 a week. Then I take a bus from Charing Cross to Docklands, where I work in a business hotel cleaning rooms until 5pm. I’m paid £1.47 per room and we are expected to clean 18 rooms a day. On average I clean around 13 rooms as it’s such hard work. We have to clean everything including the carpet, make the bed and clean the bathroom. There is no break and I usually don’t eat as it would take up too much time. Occasionally I put some lunch in a bag and eat as I go along. There are about 15 cleaners but none of us say a word to each other during the day – we just don’t have time. You have to be really fast but also do it without leaving a smear on the glass or a crease on the bed. 


‘Sometimes the rooms are in a really bad state and everything is destroyed. People come here to use drugs and I often find syringes, condoms, vomit and blood in the rooms. Lots of people just rent the room for an hour to go and smoke drugs. When I’ve finished I feel pretty depressed. I’ve seen the lowest things of human nature, I’m tired and my legs hurt from standing all day. 

‘I arrived in London a year ago. I used to sell slimming products in São Paulo and I earned good money, but the company closed and I couldn’t find another job. I came to London to find a better life, to learn English. I started studying at a school near Oxford Street. It was expensive and I found I couldn’t afford to stay here unless I found some work. Most of the cleaners at the hotel have other cleaning jobs – it would be impossible to survive on the hotel’s wages. I use the money from my college job to pay the rent. I also came here to be able to send money home to my family, who don’t have much. Sometimes I send as much as £50 a month. But usually it’s difficult as it is so expensive to live here. I’m not happy, working so hard for so little money, and I’m looking for another job. Despite that my life is probably better here than it was in Brazil.’
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The nanny
Rosa, 36, from the Phillipines 
‘Life is hard in the Phillipines and I needed to earn money for my three children, especially as my 11-year-old son needs an operation I can’t afford. I decided to work abroad to send money home. In 2002 I went to Saudi Arabia, where I worked for a family that lived half the year there and half in London. 

‘I was supposed to be a housekeeper, looking after the children and doing housework, but I was made to work like a slave. Sometimes I wasn’t given any food and was pushed around. The last time we came to London something awful happened. We were staying at the family house in Holland Park and the wife was angry about something I hadn’t cleaned properly. She was furious and came at me with a hot iron. I realised with a shock she was going to burn my face. I put my arm up to protect myself and when she charged at me she burnt my arm instead. It was incredibly painful. But that afternoon I had to take the children to Holland Park. I was in terrible pain and didn’t know what to do. In the park I met another Phillipino friend and she told me to leave them. So that day, I took all my belongings and left.


‘Eventually I got another job as a housekeeper in Victoria working for a banker and his wife, a singer who travels all over the world. They are wealthy people, with servants and drivers. My day would start at 7.30am, making breakfast for the two children. I’d take them to school, do some cleaning and ironing and then make them tea, finishing at 7.30pm. It was tiring work. In the middle of the night the baby would cry and I’d get up and feed her. I had a room on the seventh floor but it was like a cave with no window and a tiny bed. Although I shopped for the children’s food, the wife never asked me to eat with them. I felt that she was looking at me and would notice if I ate their food so I bought my own – usually noodles – and ate it when I could. I worked six days, for £300 a week. 

‘I started to receive letters from the Inland Revenue. The family hadn’t been paying my National Insurance. I asked the wife to pay it and she said they would, but I kept getting letters saying it hadn’t been paid. I got really scared. The family recently moved house and they said I should have a week off. They told me they would call me to tell me where the new house was. They never called. I’ve been fired. Meanwhile, my son still needs to go to hospital and I still don’t have the money.’

The asylum seeker
Yasmin, 33, from Israel 
Yasmin is an Arab-Israeli who was active in campaigning against the Israeli occupation of Palestine. Because of her activities she lived in constant fear of imprisonment under the Israeli authorities. She arrived in London on a tourist visa in 2000 to visit friends but the UK Immigration Service took her passport on arrival. Afraid that she would be deported and imprisoned once back in Israel, she applied for asylum. Since then, she has been bounced around the UK Immigration Service as she has fought her case to stay here. Her passport has never been returned and expired three years ago. In 2006, desperate to have some resolution of her future, she contacted the Home Office and told them she was ready to be deported. Since then she has heard nothing. She has officially ‘disappeared’. 


‘When I first arrived I existed on Government vouchers worth £10 a week. Then I decided to try and get work. Although it is illegal to work if you are an asylum seeker, I would rather work than go begging for vouchers. I got a job in a coffee shop in west London. I was paid cash in hand, £4 an hour, well under the minimum wage. I worked from 7am-7pm, standing all day in the kitchen preparing food. After three months, I had flu and took two days off work. When I returned I was told: “You’re not fit enough to do the job.” The fact is, they had other illegal migrants wanting work who were willing to take my place.

‘I began working as a researcher in a company. But one day my boss called me into his office and asked for my papers. He said it was too risky to keep me on without them. In another sales job, I was paid far less than everyone else, despite being the most senior in the department. I left that job. I couldn’t take the lack of dignity any more.

‘Now I make a bit of money by giving the odd Arabic lesson or doing translation work. I can’t afford to rent anywhere, and I can’t apply for council housing as I have no documentation. I exist by moving from friend to friend every few days. I live out of a suitcase and sometimes can’t remember where I am when I wake up in the morning. I’ve become severely depressed, I suffer from nightmares and insomnia. I can’t form relationships: who would want to take all this on? 

‘I feel like a prisoner here. I feel like I don’t exist. I’m in limbo, but I’m also afraid of returning to Israel where I could be interrogated – and much worse. I’m unable to travel and my worst fear is that if something happens to my family I will be stuck here. I don’t want to buy an identity on the black market. It’s not in my nature to resort to subterfuge. I’d like to be given amnesty. London now feels like my home. I could give so much to this city. I dream of a miracle; some way I can be legal, have an identity again. I want to be like any other human being: to work, to struggle, to have a relationship, start a family. I’d like to put my head on my pillow one day and finally have some peace of mind.’
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The trafficked victim
Andres, 26, from Colombia 
‘I arrived here in 2001, when I was 20. I can’t say I was persecuted in Colombia. I was poor and I came here looking for opportunity. If I hadn’t been full of dreams I wouldn’t have come. In Colombia I paid a trafficker my entire savings of £6,000 for a visa to work here. I was smuggled in on the condition that I would work as a barman once I was here and would pay back the money. At Heathrow a man took me and a few other South American men and women to a holding place in north London. That was the end of my freedom. Later that day we were taken to the bar. It was in a huge house and it had rooms leading from it. We were told we had to have sex with the customers as that was the only way we would be able to pay back our bonds. We were locked into the house and as we had no money or anywhere else to go we didn’t have much choice. There wasn’t aggression used against us but the feeling was threatening – that we would be in trouble if we tried to escape. I felt shocked at first. But if you are forced into a certain situation you can’t believe how far you will go to survive. 


‘I slept with mostly men but some women. I worked either 10am to 9pm, or 9pm to 4am. I slept with around six people a day, sometimes more. I just cut my head off from what was going on from my neck to my feet. Some of my clients asked about me but I wasn’t allowed to talk to them. Some of the clients and workers took drugs, but I didn’t. The place was at the higher end of the business, with middle-class and upper-class customers. I worked there for three months and then I couldn’t go on. I said to the man who was running the brothel, “Kill me, do what you want to me, but I’m not going to work here any more.” For some reason the man had taken a liking to me. He said I could work there for two more weeks and take the money I earned. Then he let me go. That experience has made me quite a hard person. I don’t like to get into close relationships with people. Even now if people touch me I get aggressive.

‘After I left, I lived on the streets for a couple of weeks. I eventually got work cleaning offices in Liverpool Street. We were paid around £5 a hour. It wasn’t bad work. I started to learn English. I’d get home from cleaning at 7am and then get up and go to college at 1pm, study for two hours and then go to work again. 

‘Three years ago I bought myself a new identity so I could get better work. I was working with a Spanish guy and he was returning to Spain. He sold me his ID: National Insurance number, bank account and other ID for £400. I now use his name: Marco, rather than my own. 
‘With my new identity I’ve got a job with a coffee company. They gave me a good training. I was soon promoted to assistant manager. I’ve even taken a management course. I’m qualified, reliable and have a passion for what I do. 

‘But I don’t want to live a double life any more. I have a good job and people around me respect me, but my status really worries me. I can’t travel, I can’t return to see my family, even getting seen by a GP is hard without proper ID. I could get a fake passport in three days if I wanted to, or a lawyer could arrange a marriage for me for £5,000, but I don’t want any more falsehoods. I want to become a proper Londoner.’ 

All names have been changed.

For more information, Strangers Into Citizens campaigns for the rights of ‘invisible’ migrant workers (www.strangersintocitizens.org.uk); Kalayaan campaigns on behalf of domestic workers (www.kalayaan.org.uk).
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