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Despite the floundering economy, nail salons are going forth and prospering all across the UK. In
the past year, the number of new manicure outlets has increased by 20 percent. Some in the
beauty industry have cheerfully — and naively — chalked this up to the makeup being "recession
proof." In reality, though, there's truly a far more sinister reason behind the steady increase:
according to a recent report by the Sunday Times, nail salons controlled by human traffickers and
staffed by human trafficking victims (most of whom are from Vietnam) are becoming ever more
prevalent in the UK.

Since 2008, police have raided more than 100 salons across the country and issued salon-
owners with fines for employing around 150 "illegal immigrants" — but that's not even close to the
tip of the iceberg. Peter Bone, the former chairman of the all-party parliamentary group on human
trafficking, states that "the scale [of human trafficking] is enormous, and it's totally hidden."
"Enormous" might even be an understatement: industry insiders estimates that there are 100,000
Vietnamese manicurists currently working in the UK. However, according to census data, there
are only 29,000 Vietnamese-born migrants living in the country.

The trafficking victims are often expected to do manicures by day and work as prostitutes by
night. According to a report published last year by the British Association of Beauty Therapy &
Cosmetology (BABTAC):

Seemingly legitimate businesses are being used as fronts for brothels, or are staffed
by trafficked women and children working for next to nothing... People often assume
that trafficking only relates to forced prostitution, but people are also routinely
trafficked into forced labour. Some will be forced to work during the day, in plain sight
of the public, and in the evening they will be forced into prostitution.

Some are also forced to work in marijuana farms.

This issue is, obviously, not isolated to the UK: according to WGBH Radio, human trafficking
rings fronting as nail salons have been discovered in Boston, Springfield, CT, East Orange, NJ,
Salem, VA, York, PA, and San Jose, CA — and all of this over the course of the past year.

The face of human trafficking is not always violent and hardly ever far-removed from one's daily
life. Human trafficking is directly implicated in — and supported by — the leisure activities of the
privileged class. This is not news, really, to anyone: it's fairly common knowledge that the factory
workers who create many clothing brands work in dangerous, subhuman conditions on as little as
$2 a day. But there's something deeply unsettling (and guilt-inducing) about the thought that
there's a chance the woman touching one's hand as she applies a coat of nail polish could be a
victim of modern-day slavery.

The BABTAC article has some tips on recognizing and reporting tell-tale signs of human
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trafficking.

"Nail bars: modern-day slavery in plain sight" [The Guardian] Image via Africa
Studio/Shutterstock.

It was not a pun. I don't know why it was italicized, but it wasn't meant to be. Kinja, you beautiful
and tricksy she-devil. Today 4:45pm

How is "tip" a pun on human trafficking? Today 4:47pm

Does anyone know why nail salon work and ownership became such a heavily Asian-
immigrant profession? Not trolling, just curious! Did it start regionally and then become
the norm in the US (and uk, from what I gather from this article)? My googling turned up

nothing that wasn't a terribly racist yahoo answer (I.e. 'because they're good at nails because
they run all the nail salons'...chicken/egg morons).

I believe that it came about from the number of refugees from the Vietnamese war
entering the country, and philanthropists tried to help them start careers and be
self supporting. Beautician/nail technician was one of the areas that was heavily
promoted, and once they were able to bring relatives over to the country, they
started family businesses.

That's basically what my nail guy Tom's family did - he owns his salon, and he, his wife and his
mom are the main workers, with some more distant family and friends as well.

In the U.S., they mostly settled in California and the Pacific Northwest and Texas. Today 4:26pm

I remember reading that Tippi Hedren used to do work with Vietnamese refugees, and she
brought in her own nail guy to train the women so they had job prospects. They turned around
and trained other women and so on. I'm not sure if that's the only/main cause, but it's a big one.
Today 4:26pm

blackcoffeeandasidecar and 9 others...
3 participants

This is way more common than we realize, and hard to identify. One of the things to watch out for
is the price being charged for services and how that compares with the facilities and prices
charged by other salons in your area. There is a salon in my neighborhood charging $25 for a
mani and pedi, which lasts at least 1.5 hours-2 hours (the massage goes on forever!). Yet they
have the nicest facility and equipment in town (not counting the true spas). It just doesn't add up.
I don't think their employees were necessarily trafficked persons, but there is no way they are
paying them minimum wage. I suspect they have a scam where "on paper" they get minimum
wage, but they have things like housing deducted at an inappropriate rate.

When I became concerned about this I tried to dig into it but the employees I talked to all had
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unremarkable stories about how they came to the US, told me they had family locally and lived
with friends, etc. Still I get a bad vibe there. And I decided that even if there was nothing exactly
illegal going on there, it's not right for me to use services that pay the employee at such a low
rate. I live in San Diego, and I feel like $20 per hour of service is the minimum that is would cover
paying the employee minimum wage, plus employer overhead and a small profit. So that would
make a mani-pedi combo worth at least $40. Today 4:40pm

One thing my wife has generally done is to frequent Japanese-run salons because there is a
significantly lower likelihood of a Japanese person being trafficked due to Japan's already
wealthy status. It's not foolproof, and you spend a ton more, but it's safer. Plus, they tend to be
pretty good... Today 4:59pm

2 participants

In the relatively inexpensive nail salons (say $12-15 for a mani) how much do people tip? I
usually give $3 or 20% whichever is higher but often wonder if my tip plus whatever they are
collecting is actually a fair pay. Thoughts? Today 4:19pm

Manis are $17 at the place I go and I tip $5. Anything more I tip 20% or more if I round up. I don't
know that that's expected but I know the ladies at my place and go there often. If someone did a
terrible job I'd probably tip right at 20%. Today 4:30pm

1 participant

Thank goodness I never get pedicures. I always imagined the worst thing about those salons
were the fumes. It makes sense now I think about it. There've been nail salons popping up all
over the place in my hometown. Today 4:15pm

Yeah, I always wonder why there needs to be 3 nail places within 5 minutes walk in my area...
but they seem well-attended so good for them. Today 4:41pm

7 participants

A pedicure is one of my occasional indulgences. What do you do if you want to make sure the
spa you go to doesn't abuse its workers, either in terms of slavery/mistreating immigrants or other
issues?

We decided the way to avoid nanny issues was to hire someone directly, so we knew she was
getting the money we intended to pay her, rather than going through an agency, many of which
have had legal problems, in my area. No clue what the equivalent is for salons, though, as a
potential client. Today 4:19pm

I don't know. I mean, you could make sure that you go to a salon where the person working for
you speaks english, so you can talk to her and ask — if a worker is trafficked from elsewhere, it
seems like the language barrier would be a part of the strategy to keep her under control. But
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then you end up racially profiling immigrant workers, which is wrong in another way (though I
suppose not as wrong as supporting human trafficking.) Today 4:30pm

This is a very difficult problem, and in more than one way.

For instance, low-paying jobs in developing countries may sound shitty and awful (and they are),
but they can also be a road to development and getting out of the poverty trap for many people.
So, the alternative is keeping the dirt farmers on their dirt farms. Paying people higher wages is
great on paper, but unless you compete in the world supply chain, you will lose to someone on
costs. The Japanese have been consistently losing to the Koreans in automotive and electronics
since the 2000s. And China is already losing manufacturing jobs to "lower cost" countries.
Japanese jobs went to Korea, and then elsewhere. Our manufacturing jobs in the US have been
all but gutted by this, and we had other sectors to rely on.

In the US, with regards to trafficking, it's tough as well. Want to avoid trafficking in salons? You
can go to salons that are less likely to have trafficking (Japanese or Korean-run salons, for
instance). But what about legitimate Vietnamese salons that deserve business for being really
good at their jobs? Do we economically punish them, even if they play it straight?

That's the problem with shitty economic practices: in the end, everyone but the assholes loses.
30 minutes ago

I wonder if this is true in the U.S. as well? It often strikes me how incredibly inexpensive it is to
get a mani/pedi in many salons. One wonders, how do they make any money?

If the labor is even partly made up of ill-paid illegal workers, that would explain it. Today 4:23pm

I've also heard that a lot of nail salons are run staffed by people who are basically being extorted
by their immigration sponsors. The way it works is that the sponsor tells people they will help
them come to America (or the UK) by paying their transport, visa fees, giving them a place to live,
and helping them to learn a trade. The problem comes that all this charged at hugely exorbitant
prices and they bill interest. So, you'll end up with 10 or so people crammed into a two bedroom
apartment, and they will all be working night and day at the nail salon but keeping very, very little
of their earnings because it's all going to their sponsor as "pay back." Today 4:21pm

Not even that in the UK, they aren't allowed to get working visas for jobs that pay so little. We
can't even bring our non EU spouses (the parents of our bloody children!) into the country on a
long term basis unless we earn nearly $30,000 p/a. They will be paying off the debt incurred in
paying these guys to smuggle them in in the backs of lorries. Today 4:29pm

Well, it beats being forced to suck dick.

The trafficking victims are often expected to do manicures by day and work as prostitutes by
night.


