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Statement: NSW Anti-slavery Commissioner welcomes landmark report
exposing migrant worker exploitation

7 May 2026

The NSW Anti-slavery Commissioner, Dr James Cockayne, has issued the following statement:

“Today’s report, Off the Books: Inside Australia’s hidden system of migrant worker
exploitation, should serve as a wake-up call.

“Produced by the Migrant Justice Institute in collaboration with leading universities,
this landmark study draws on the experiences of nearly 10,000 temporary visa holders
across Australia. It is one of the most comprehensive national datasets we have on
migrant work in the post-COVID period.

“The findings are stark. They show that the exploitation of migrant workers in Australia
is not incidental or isolated - it is systemic, structured, and, in too many cases, hidden
in plain sight.

“A staggering two-thirds of migrant workers surveyed were underpaid. Many were
underpaid by significant margins. And critically, this report demonstrates that wage
theft does not occur in isolation. It clusters with other forms of noncompliance and, at
its most severe, with indicators of forced labour.

“What makes this research particularly powerful is not only its scale, but its detail. It
captures how insecure work arrangements, sham contracting, misleading payslips and
cash-in-hand payments operate together as part of a single system. One that is
difficult for workers to challenge and too often goes undetected. It also highlights the
barriers many migrant workers face in seeking help, barriers my Office and others work
hard to dismantle through our work every day.

“For New South Wales, these findings are highly relevant. Migrant workers are a vital
part of our communities and our economy and are now a permanent feature of
Australian life. They are entitled to the same protections, dignity and fairness as any
other worker. When exploitation occurs, it harms not only those individuals but also
undermines lawful businesses and distorts competition.

“The report provides an important evidence base for reform. Its recommendations —
including strengthening protections for workers who come forward, improving
enforcement and introducing stronger commercial due diligence obligations — align
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with the direction of reform we know is needed. The introduction of mandatory anti-
slavery due diligence into NSW government buying several years ago is already
bearing this out.

“The need for reform extends to labour hire licensing, something | have long advocated
for in my capacity as NSW Anti-slavery Commissioner, alongside a growing coalition of
unions, civil society and responsible business. Momentum for this reform is building,
and rightly so. Stronger regulation of labour hire arrangements is essential to
disrupting the business models that enable exploitation to exist.

“My Office and | remain committed to working with partners across this system,
including the NSW Government and organisations such as the Migrant Justice Institute.
We will continue to work to strengthen responses to modern slavery risks in labour
markets and supply chains, and to support those most at risk.

“This report makes clear that change is not optional - it is urgent and overdue.
Addressing the structural drivers of modern slavery is essential to ensuring Australia’s
workplaces are fair and free from exploitation, for everyone.”

If you or someone you know needs help or support, please reach out for assistance.

Call 1800 FREEDOM (1800 37 33 36) for confidential support and advice for victims of modern
slavery.

Media contact: India Roberts-Smillie | india.roberts-smillie@dcj.nsw.gov.au | 0423 533 208
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