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W illiam and Mary Connors were wealthy Irish 
travellers who owned a string of profitable 
paving businesses. The real source of that 
wealth was revealed in December 2012, 

when the Connors and three of their children were convicted 
of servitude, forced labour and assault. For more than two 
decades, they had travelled around Britain picking up 
vulnerable men from the streets, starving them, beating 
them and keeping them in squalor. While the Connors 
enjoyed a lavish lifestyle, the men were forced to work long, 
back-breaking days for as little as £5. 

The case of the Connors is one of the worst examples of 
forced labour to come to light in the UK in recent years but, 
shockingly, it is not an isolated case. Last August, home 
secretary Theresa May launched a draft modern slavery bill 
to crack down on the “harsh reality” of many workers “forced 
to exist in appalling conditions, often against their will” .

The construction industry has repeatedly been linked 
with forced labour – a consequence of the demand for casual 
unskilled workers and opaque, complex supply  
chains providing plenty of opportunity for unscrupulous 
gangmasters. There has been a string of damning reports on 
conditions in the booming Gulf states, most recently 
concerning World Cup 2022 sites in Qatar. But there is also  
ample, if largely anecdotal, evidence that forced labour  
is present in the UK. Speaking on BBC Radio 4 in May  
this year, Kevin Hyland, the head of the Metropolitan Police’s 
human trafficking unit, said it was investigating  
the cases of “dozens” of men working in the construction 
industry, kept in appalling conditions and forced to work 
16-hour days for less than £1 an hour – some of them on 
major sites in central London.

The International Labour Organisation’s 
widely accepted definition of forced labour 
is work extracted under threat of a penalty 
and for which the worker has not offered 
themselves voluntarily. It takes many forms, 
from those who are tricked by gangmasters, 
to those who join a seemingly legitimate 
company only to find their wages are lower 
than promised or never arrive, leaving them 
unable to feed or house themselves. Forced 
labour is linked to human trafficking, but 
many victims are entitled to live and work 
here or are UK nationals. 

“Forced labour occurs all over Britain and 
throughout the labour market,” says 
Professor Gary Craig, an expert in modern 
slavery at Durham University. “In 
construction, there are extended supply 
chains and somewhere down the line there 
are people just assembling gangs of labour. 
Forced labour is not at the top end of 
construction, it’s in the casual, small-scale 
stuff. But every building company relies on 
unskilled labour at some point in a project. 
Big companies can’t say forced labour is 
nothing to do with them, because it 
contributes to the lowering of costs and, 
eventually, to their profitability.” 

Most analyses of labour exploitation 
overlook the role of project consultants, a 
vacuum that an initiative between RICS and 
the UN Global Compact aims to fill. The first 
sector-specific agreement under the UN’s 
programme for businesses, it will develop a 
toolkit to enable RICS members and their 
clients to pursue sustainable business 
practices in the areas of labour rights and 
human rights (box, page 32). » 

Illustrations Emiliano Ponzi

Revelations of forced labour and exploitation at 
World Cup sites in Qatar have scandalised the 
industry and wider public. But, as Katie Puckett 
reveals, the problems are just as close to home 

AN UNCOMFORTABLE

TRUTH
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Ursula Wynhoven, chief, governance and social 
sustainability, and general counsel at the UN Global 
Compact in New York, says: “Issues like forced 

labour and trafficking may at first seem distant and remote, 
and yet businesses in land, construction and real estate are 
at risk of being implicated in this modern form of slavery. 
The UN Global Compact values highly our collaboration 
with RICS to help businesses better understand and meet 
their corporate sustainability-related responsibilities.”

One answer is to monitor and enforce employment 
regulations closely. Exploitation of workers is a continuum, 
but it can also be a spiral of decline, says Claire Falconer, legal 
director at UK-based campaigner Focus on Labour 
Exploitation (Flex). “People may start out being exploited at 
a lower level, and become more vulnerable because of the 
precarious situation they find themselves in. If a worker is 
not paid the minimum wage or covered by basic employment 
rights, they may end up being dependent on their employer 
or a third party for things like food and accommodation, 
culminating in a situation where they are not free to leave.” 

The Achilles heel of the UK construction industry is the 
fact that many workers are not directly employed, but hired 
as self-employed contractors through agencies and payroll 

companies. This is not because they are 
genuinely independent contractors, but 
because it allows employers to pay less and 
avoid national insurance contributions. 
Revenue and Customs estimates that up to 
300,000 people are affected, although a 2013 
report from construction workers’ union 
UCATT puts the figure as high as 433,000. 

“False self-employment breeds 
exploitation,” says UCATT general secretary 
Steve Murphy. “Workers have absolutely no 
employment rights. They will be paid less 
than the industry agreed rate, with no 
overtime pay, no sick pay, no pension, no 
travel allowance and no security. 
Management don’t know who’s on their site, 
what qualifications they have or how skilled 
they are, or how much they’re being paid.” 

Several organisations, among them Flex 
and UCATT, have called for the remit of the 
Gangmasters Licensing Authority (GLA) to 
be extended to construction. The GLA was 
established following the 2004 Morecambe 
Bay disaster, in which 23 Chinese cockle 
pickers drowned, and regulates employers in 
the food sector. Craig is not convinced this 
strategy would actually reduce exploitation: 
“The problem is that if an employer feels the 
hot breath of the GLA, they simply close the 
organisation and hop into an unregulated 
sector.” Government policy is going in the 
other direction – the GLA’s budget has been 
slashed and it has been told to cut red tape. » 
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better place? 
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URSULA HARTENBERGER Global 
Head of Sustainability, RICS

What is the thinking behind  
the RICS/UN Global Compact 
best practice toolkit?
The land, real estate and 
construction sector has a 
substantial impact, not just on 
the environment but on society, 
too. Companies tend to focus  
only on the environmental side  
of corporate social responsibility.  
It is for this reason that we 

decided to develop a tool that will 
look at the sector’s impact in a 
holistic way by also addressing 
issues that might not yet be on 
the radar of most stakeholders 
– for example, human rights, 
labour rights and corruption. 

Why have you chosen to  
include labour rights? 
The International Labour 
Organisation estimates that  
20.9 million people are victims  
of forced labour worldwide  

and construction is among the 
sectors most concerned. Apart 
from property professionals, the 
toolkit’s target audiences are 
decision-makers in the land, 
construction and real estate 
sector, in addition to real estate 
users such as retailers. The last 
group may not be aware of the 
labour rights infractions in their 
supply chain, which can range 
from actual construction to using 
forced labour for maintenance 
and cleaning of assets. 

What can RICS members do  
to improve labour standards? 
The issue of labour rights is very 
complex. The first step is to  
raise awareness within the 
membership around the issue 
and around which parts of the 
life-cycle are particularly prone  
to labour rights infractions, and 
then build capacity around this.  
A lot is about asking the right 
questions and that is exactly  
what the best practice toolkit is 
designed to do.  

RICS and UN unite to fight for workers’ rights
Q&A

Alstom’s industrial relations manager, Anthony Wilson, 
says it has introduced stringent prequalification criteria for 
its subcontractors, driven by Alstom’s own clients. “In the 
last four or five years, our clients are becoming more 
sophisticated on industrial relations. They’re making a 
massive investment, and they don’t want negative press. 
Working with trade unions in a transparent manner is the 
only way we can get results.” 

The fear of reputational damage can have a galvanising 
effect on both companies and governments, especially as the 
damage is no longer limited by national boundaries. Rob 
Jackson, RICS Director for Middle East and North Africa, says 
that the international outcry over the conditions of migrant 
workers on the 2022 World Cup sites has prompted not only 
Qatar but a number of other Gulf states to review their 
labour laws and practices: “Professionals from organisations 
like RICS should be working with governments to make a 
positive change, rather than boycotting these countries.”

Simon Light MRICS, partner and head of property UK at 
EC Harris, believes that pay and welfare conditions need to 
be enshrined in contracts and driven by clients. Consultants 
should not only be enforcing the rules, he believes, but they 
should be helping to set them in the first place. “We have an 
obligation to advise clients on every aspect of their business,” 
he explains. “There is increasing recognition that they need 
to make sure the right things are done from the perspective 
of the wider workforce. We’re finding that it’s very important 
to help clients understand the risks and dangers associated 
with construction – not just wait for them to ask.” 

Exploitation
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In the meantime, it is the trade unions that 
have the best view of what actually happens 
on site. Phil Whitehurst, national officer for 
construction at general workers’ union GMB, 
has uncovered cases of migrant worker 
exploitation on a string of power station 
projects. He says a typical tactic is to recruit 
workers from elsewhere in Europe, offer 
them inferior rates of pay, then put them up 
in rented accommodation and claim they are 
local labour. “This not only deprives a UK 
worker of the opportunity of the job and 
undercuts the national wage, but companies 
aren’t paying the workers the benefits 
they’re entitled to as foreign employees.” 

On projects where terms and 
conditions are set by the National 
Agreement for the Engineering 

Construction Industry, known as NAECI or 
the “blue book”, regular audits of working 
conditions are carried out. But the auditors 
can only work with the information that 
subcontractors provide. “We’ve found cases 
where the subcontractor was giving the 
auditor what they wanted to hear but 
actually paying the workers a different 
amount,” says Whitehurst. 

He believes that greater transparency 
between employers and unions can help to 
prevent exploitation. He speaks very 
positively of the GMB’s experience on 
Pembroke power station, where two senior 
shop stewards were “embedded” with main 
contractor Alstom and it promoted a 
stewards network: “We raised our issues and 
Alstom acted on them. It proved that we can 
build major projects in the UK safely, on 
time, in budget, with no exploitation.” 

ROB JACKSON
RICS MENA Director
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