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I was 14 when I first witnessed  
the impact of modern slavery.  
I was in Kathmandu, on a service 
trip, working with children who 
had been rescued from child sex 
trafficking. Some of them were as 
young as three years old. 
That experience fundamentally 
shifted my perspective of the 
world, as well as my place in it. 
Now, more than a decade since 
that formative time, I lead 
one of the largest anti-slavery 
movements in the world. 
Intrinsic to the story of Walk Free 
is the inherent value of human 
life. The belief that while one is 
not free, all are not free. After 
years of producing world-leading 
research in the space we know 
that some 40 million people are 
living in modern slavery. That’s 
one in every 200 people on earth, 
making modern slavery one of the 
greatest human rights challenges 
of our time. 
This photo series was created in 
retrospect, reflecting the time I 
have spent on the ground working 
in communities since I was 20 
years old. Whether undercover 
in a brothel, on the dirt floor of 
a refugee camp, illegally taken 
in a Thai fishing line or in an 
orphanage in North Korea. 

Each of them  are deeply  
personal, a reflection of reality 
faced by far too many people 
around the world. Each of the 
people captured here have given 
their explicit approval for their 
photo to be used, in the hope of 
showing others what they don’t  
want to see. 
Too often survivors of slavery, 
and other forms of abuse, are not 
believed. This is a wrong I will do 
everything in my power to correct 
throughout my lifetime. Even if 
that means entering the situation 
myself to provide evidence and 
give a voice to those who have 
been systemically silenced. 
To me, each of these portraits 
represents the power and value 
intrinsic to every human story.
The effects of historical slavery are 
still felt today, and while historical 
and modern slavery look very 
different, what is consistent is a 
human being treated and traded 
as a commodity. 
In 2021 slavery is still all around 
us: it is stitched into the clothes 
we wear and is omnipresent in the 
supply chains of the food we eat, 
the toys we buy our children, and 
the technology we rely on. 

It takes on insidious forms of 
exploitation built into social 
systems and accepted by law. 
There are still 136 countries around 
the world yet to criminalise forced 
and child marriage. There are still 
legally sanctioned systems such 
as Kafala, which strip migrant 
workers of their basic rights and 
autonomy. We aim to radically 
change this in our lifetime.
No country can claim to be free of 
modern slavery. But every country 
can play a part in ending it.
Just as modern slavery traps its 
victims from the earliest years of 
childhood through to their last 
days of adulthood, the fight to  
end it is a lifelong challenge.
It is my mission as Director and 
Co-founder of Walk Free to end 
modern slavery, in all its forms, in 
my lifetime.
For the people in these photos – 
and the millions that you will  
never see.

Foreword

Grace Forrest
Co-founder & Director 
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40.3 
million 
people in 
modern 
slavery  
in 2016 
71% are 
female & 
29% are 
male 
Modern slavery exists  
in every country in the  
world and is embedded 
in the global economy.

– (GSI 2018)
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Jaipur, India, 2019. 

Bricks made by hand  
drying in sun.

http://edition.cnn.com/2018/02/14/opinions/measuring-slavery-walk-free/index.html


 

One in every 130 
women & girls  

on Earth is living  
in modern slavery

Varanasi, India, 2016. 

Strong Women

“There were no facilities at the kiln, so we used to go 
out to the field, and from there we were picked up. We 
were taken and locked in a small room, they removed 

all  our clothes and unspeakable things happened. 
They demanded sexual favours whenever they felt like 
it. Our young girls were also vulnerable to this. It was 

a 24/7 fear for us that they would come and pick us 
out and do what they pleased with us. Now we are in 
control. We finally have safety and security, not only 

for ourselves - but for all our children.”

P.4

https://www.marieclaire.com.au/true-cost-of-clothes-womans-freedom


Gender Inequality &  
Modern Slavery

An analysis of the UNDP’s Gender Inequality Index 
against the 2018 Global Slavery Index demonstrates 
that countries with a greater gender gap across 
health, education, and economic status have higher 
prevalence of modern slavery.

High Low 0.03 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8

Prevalence of Modern Slavery GII Gender Inequality Index, 2018
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https://www.walkfree.org/reports/stacked-odds/
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Southern Lebanon, 2016. 

“ We have heard in some camps 
children are getting to go 
to school, but there are no 
such opportunities where we 
are. Sara (pictured) picks 
vegetables in the fields when 
they’re in season, and her 
brother works in a concrete 
factory. Of course I worry 
when they are gone, of course 
I feel fear that someone might 
just take them and never 
bring them back, but if they 
don’t work then their younger 
siblings don’t eat. Their father 
died in the war, so we are all 
we’ve got. My oldest children 
going to work was really our 
only option” — Sara’s Mother. 

Varanasi, India, 2015. 

 “ Sometimes I wish I could be a 
boy. Then I could just work, 
working is ok. When we get to 
a certain age, other things are 
expected of us. Being a boy seems 
so much more simple.” 

CHILDHOOD

“ Sara could have easily been my 
sister when we stood together. 
Except when I was her age I was 
in school uniform. Not displaced 
from a war-torn country having 
to work to feed my siblings. 
There is no lack of talent in the 
world... only lack of opportunity” 
— G.Forrest
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https://www.smh.com.au/national/for-every-130-girls-or-women-on-the-planet-one-is-a-modern-slave-20201008-p5633m.html


Dehli, India, 2015.

Art by children who had been 
rescued from bonded labour 
in a safe house run by Kailash 
Satyarthi.

Dehli, India, 2015.

“  I was 12 when I started to work 
in the garment factory. My 
family were promised a spot 
for me at a nearby school as 
well as some paid labour which 
would help them. However, 
when I arrived in Delhi there 
were no such arrangements, 
and I learnt I now had a 
large debt which I owed to the 
contractor. Every day I would 
start work in the morning 
and not leave until midnight. 
I used to make stitch pants 
( jeans), and if the machine oil 
would spit and spoil the cloth, 
then the contractor would pick 
up whatever he had and use 
that to assault me. These scars 
on my hands, they are from a 
pair of scissors that he used to 
beat me.”

CHILDHOOD 
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Beqaa Valley,  
Lebanon, 2016. 

“ I was a child. He was an adult. 
But I hoped that would mean 
he would be able to help my 
family and not just me. I had 
no choice but I hoped he would 
be kind… He was not kind. I 
understand why my mother 
wanted me out of the camp, 
these camps are not safe for 
young girls. But after a short 
time I felt just as scared with 
him as I had in the camps.  If 
he wanted something, I had to 
do it. I was too scared not to. 
He wanted a baby. But when 
I was pregnant the baby died, 
I had a miscarriage, and he 
began to shout and became 
very angry with me and 
my family. He said we were 
cursed” — Daughter. 

Jaipur, India, 2019.

A girl sits on stacks of bricks 
drying in the sun. In India, while 
discrimination based on caste 
has been outlawed since India’s 
independence, “lower castes” 
still experience caste related 
violence and, in many parts of the 
country, are forced to work, often 
experience debt bondage, and 
work in sectors with known risks 
of modern slavery, including brick 
kilns and stone quarries. 

CHILDHOOD

“ The standard we walk by is the 
standard we accept. This image was 
taken on an iPhone in a rush. May 
we never look away from the reality 
of others.” — G.Forrest

P.14 P.15

https://news.trust.org/item/20201008102246-7lrj5


“ There is an old saying in the Hermit Kingdom: Men are 
the sky, and women are the ground. We are taught that 
the gap between them can never be bridged, and our 
society is built on its foundations.

Still, our women persevere. They barter and bargain  
for food on the black market, notoriously dangerous 
places for women, that are also illegal in the eyes of  
the State but overrun by corrupt government officials.  
They are raped and beaten by guards and market 
operators. When they return home with bread to feed 
their families, their husbands – who often turn to alcohol 
and gambling to cope with their own experiences of 
labour exploitation and abuse – beat them. Nobody 
speaks about the violence in their homes. Again,  
our focus is on the most basic needs of survival.

I will always be proud to be a North Korean,  
as I come from a country of incredibly strong women. 
They are tough, resilient, and their stories are deserving 
of public attention. They are orphaned in a country that 
tells them they are the ground, and then grinds them 
into it. And when they flee for their lives, they are  
ground down further still by neighbouring countries who 
turn a blind eye to the people who commodify  
and exploit them.” — Yeonmi Park

Wŏnsan, Democratic 
People’s Republic of  
Korea, 2013.

Painting of a young girl on  
the wall of an orphanage in  
North Korea. 

North Korea’s 
Silenced Women 
and Girls 

CHILDHOOD
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https://vimeo.com/368580392
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Jaipur, India, 2019

This image was taken at  
a brick kiln where local women 
are often trapped  
in a cycle of bonded labour  
and regularly cheated   
out of promised wages. 

Disposable Daughters:  
Changing the Narrative  
for Girls 

“Does she have the right to live?  

In India where I come from, girls have an uneven start 
even before life begins. The widely held opinion that 
girls are a burden on the family and a drain on resources 
– as they represent a future dowry payment in waiting 
– leads many literate and economically capable families 
to choose to abort female foetuses, or kill their female 
infants. They hope for a boy, as sons are an investment 
in the family dynasty: the way to maintain a connection 
between the past, present and future in a culture that 
prides itself on tradition. In the wake of this extreme son 
preference, India is haemorrhaging women and girls. 

To disrupt modern slavery around the world, we must 
reach a day where it is not dangerous to be born 
female, daughters are not disposable, and girls are 

not socialised to accept exploitation and inferiority 
as their due. To get there, the problem must be 
attacked from all directions, and in ways specific 
to each context and community. However, it also 
requires a shift in global thinking: and we must all 
subscribe to a new counterculture where girls’ lives 
are valued properly, and their dignity and agency 
respected. Every family, society, and country must 
un-learn the social norms that have put girls at a 
disadvantage and exposed them to greater risk of 
exploitation – and the work must begin now. It is well 
past time that we change the narrative for girls.”

— Dr Sunitha Krishnan, Prajwala 

ADOLESCENCE

Jaipur, India, 2019. 

This image was taken at  
a brick kiln where local  
women are often trapped  
in a cycle of bonded labour  
and their wages are  
regularly withheld.
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Varanasi, India, 2015. 

a young girl stands in the sun  
in a back room. Her community 
discussing whether or not 
an early marriage or further 
education will decide her future.

“ Across every form of slavery, 
victims are at constant risk of 
sexual violence. But every victim 
of forced marriage is a victim of 
sexual violence” — G.Forrest.

Amman, Jordan, 2016.

“ When my mother broke her back 
last year, I decided to go to the 
Middle East for 6 months to earn 
enough money to pay for her 
medical bills. It was always my 
fear that I would be exploited 
by an employer, but many girls 
told me this was ‘just the way it 
is’ when you go to be a maid - so I 
prayed I would get a nice family. 
When I arrived, they took my 
passport straight away and told 
me I would have to stay for longer 
than my contract said. When I 
tried to refuse, they beat me. And 
when I went to the recruiter he 
just sent me back to my employer, 
who then beat me again. After 
that I realised I was alone, and it 
was best to stay silent.” - Olivia. 

ADOLESCENCE
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https://cdn.walkfree.org/content/uploads/2020/10/06154631/GFN-A-United-Faith-Ed-05.-180808-Digital_small.pdf
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Varanasi, India, 2015.

A community in transition 
from slavery (in the form of debt 
bondage) to freedom in the stone 
cutting district of Varanasi. The 
members of this community did 
not want to give quotes as they 
were concerned by potential 
repercussions from authorities.

ADULTHOOD 
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https://downloads.walkfree.org/20210204-chance/CHANCE-Vol-30-2017.pdf


Bangkok, Thailand, 2018. 

A young woman prepares tuna 
for pet food on a production 
line in Bangkok, Thailand. The 
seafood industry contributes 
significantly to global estimates 
of forced labour. Seafood 
supply chains are particularly 
complex, however enforcing 
visibility and transparency can 
ensure greater environmental 
and human rights protection. 

Jaipur, India, 2019. 

This image was taken at a brick 
kiln where local women are often 
trapped in a cycle of bonded 
labour and their wages are  
regularly withheld.

ADULTHOOD
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https://eco-age.com/magazine/all-glitters-not-gold/
https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/the-irony-of-our-christmas-generosity-is-its-link-to-modern-slavery-20171221-h08gi1.html


Southern Lebanon, 2016.

“ When you go through as much as 
we have gone through everyone 
learns to look out for each other. 
You are the mother of your 
children, but you watch and 
care for everyone else’s children 
also. When we first came here 
a child from another camp 
became very sick, both of his 
kidneys had stopped. His father 
had died and his mother was 
told that she would not survive 
the surgery if she donated her 
kidney. So... I put my hand up.”

ADULTHOOD 
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Beqaa Valley,  
Lebanon, 2016. 

A mother reflects on  
the lack of options her eldest 
child faced. She was forced into 
an early marriage in order to 
secure her future. She hopes she 
will have better options for her 
second daughter.

Varanasi, India, 2015. 

“ My whole family worked at the 
brick kiln (6 of us). I was promised 
a wage for this work, and hoped 
after some time to send my 
children to school, but we were 
only ever given food for survival. 
If we resisted or demanded any 
rights, we were beaten and 
abused, and then we would not 
even be given food or paid for 
hard labour. We tried to escape 
many times, to run home to our 
old villages, but the slave holders 
would always find us and take 
us back forcefully. My husband 
wanted us to stop trying to run, 
but I was determined there could 
be a better life for us. The last 
time we escaped, the slaveholder 
dragged me back to the middle of 
the brick kiln, and started yelling 
to the other labourers to come 
over. Then he spat on the ground 
and told me to lick it, like a dog.” 

ADULTHOOD 
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Varanasi, India, 2015..

My work before (liberation)  
was always hard, I never 
enjoyed the craft of what I was 
doing because I was too scared 
of making a mistake and being 
punished. But once we went 
through the legal process, 
and I came back to this work 
to earn money for my family 
and community, it became 
beautiful. I’m proud of what 
we create here. I’m proud that 
my handiwork is my own now. 
I’m proud that these products 
send my boys, and even my girl 
to school now. They support 
my family and our dreams, not 
the family and dreams of the 
master.

ADULTHOOD 
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Palestinian settlement, 
Lebanon, 2016. 

Two women sit on the street  
of a settlement once imagined  
to be a temporary refugee camp. 
The community has now been 
there 80 years. 

LATE ADULTHOOD  
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Varanasi, India, 2015. 

“ No more will we tolerate atrocity. 
We will claim  
our rights” 

This quote is painted on the  
outer walls of a community 
recently liberated from 
intergenerational debt  
bondage. A woman sits  
proudly beneath the sign, 
reminding those who pass by of 
the struggle her community faced. 

LATE ADULTHOOD  

“ When I arrived in this community, 
the first thing I was shown was this 
outer wall. A public stamp of their 
freedom... A witness statement of 
how the Freedom Fund and it’s 
frontline partners had empowered 
this community to freedom.”  
— G.Forrest
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Beqaa Valley,  
Lebanon, 2016. 

Picture taken in a Syrian 
refugee camp in Lebanon.

P.42

To strong women  
everywhere...
May we know them, 
may we raise them 
may we be them.

Who we are:
Walk Free is an international human rights  
group focussed on the eradication of modern 
slavery, in all its forms, in our lifetime.
Our all-female, international team, ranges 
from statisticians, criminologists, lawyers, and 
international development experts, working to 
create and agitate for mass systems change, to 
address the root causes of slavery.
Walk Free believes that a strong, multifaceted 
approach is needed to end modern slavery.
Walk Free is the creator of the Global Slavery  
Index, the Global Freedom Network, the non-
government secretariat for the Bali Process 
Government and Business Forum and a  
co-founder of the Freedom Fund.

What we do:
We are building a robust knowledge base to  
inform action, drive legislative change in key 
countries and harness the power of businesses  
and faiths. 
Through a combination of direct implementation,  
grassroots community engagement, and  
working in partnership with faiths, businesses, 
academics, NGOs, and governments around the 
world, we work to address slavery and dismantle  
its core drivers.

Grace Forrest 
Co-founder and Director  
of Walk Free



Learn more about 
modern slavery

www.walkfree.org

@walkfree
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