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Yesterday, | had the privilege of representing the WMASN VOICE panel at the Lived
Experience Advisory Panels Summit, hosted by the Human Trafficking Foundation and
the Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner, Eleanor Lyons.

The Summit brought together 14 representatives from lived experience panels across
the UK. Each of us carried not only our own perspectives, but the voices, insights, and
experiences of the panels we represent. That in itself felt significant, a room shaped
by lived experience, not as an afterthought, but as a central part of the conversation.

What stood out immediately was the shared understanding across the room.
Although we all come from different panels, different regions, and different
experiences, the themes were consistent. The challenges we see are not isolated,
they are systemic.




One of the strongest messages discussed was the gap between recognition and
recovery. Being identified as a survivor is not the end of the journey, it is the
beginning. Yet much of the current system still focuses on immediate crisis response,
rather than long-term stability. Without ongoing support, safe housing, and real
opportunities for independence, vulnerability does not disappear, it simply shifts.

We also explored the role of survivor involvement across the sector. While progress
has been made, it remains inconsistent. There is a clear difference between inclusion
and influence. Survivors are often consulted, but not always involved in shaping
decisions from the outset. The room was aligned on this: meaningful involvement
means partnership, fair recognition, and clear pathways into leadership.

The Future Threats workshop was particularly thought-provoking. We discussed how

exploitation is evolving, becoming more hidden, more complex, and in some cases,
completely invisible to the person being exploited. Digital environments, political
shifts, economic pressures, and gaps in awareness are all contributing to changing
risk patterns.

One point | brought forward from a lived experience perspective is that survivors
often recognise these patterns long before systems do. That insight is not just
valuable for responding to exploitation, it is critical for preventing it.

There was also honest discussion about the challenges within the sector itself.
Limited funding for prevention, fragmented approaches between organisations, and
a lack of consistent training and standards all impact how effectively we can
respond. There is a clear opportunity for stronger collaboration and a more unified

voice across the sector.




What | left with was a sense of both realism and possibility.
Realism, because the challenges are complex and deeply embedded.

But also possibility, because the level of insight, commitment, and honesty in the
room showed what is achievable when lived experience is genuinely included.

For me, representing VOICE was not just about attending, it was about ensuring that
the voices of our panel were present in those conversations, shaping how these

issues are understood and taken forward.

And that work doesn’t stop here.

VOICE Lived Experience Consultant
Trauma-Informed Speaker

llja Abbattista is a lived-experience consultant, trainer, speaker, and entrepreneur working
across the modern slavery and human trafficking sector. Over the past three years, she has
supported charities, businesses, local authorities, and national programmes through survivor-
led training, policy and document review, advisory panels, and consultancy, helping
organisations build safer, more ethical, and more effective responses to exploitation.

She is a Board Director at Bright Future Co-op, an Ambassador for Causeway, and a
member of multiple survivor-led and professional advisory panels focused on prevention,
survivor voice, and sustainable employment pathways as well as being a public speaker.

Alongside her sector work, llja is a multi-business founder with over 13 ventures to her name,

including an award-winning restaurant and a long-running cookery school. She now works
under her own name, using lived experience, storytelling, and business strategy to drive
change for individuals and organisations.

Find her on LinkedIn: llja Abbattista




	March 2026
	Representing VOICE
	at the Lived Experience Summit
	One of the strongest messages discussed was the gap between recognition and recovery. Being identified as a survivor is not the end of the journey, it is the beginning. Yet much of the current system still focuses on immediate crisis response, rather than long-term stability. Without ongoing support, safe housing, and real opportunities for independence, vulnerability does not disappear, it simply shifts.
	We also explored the role of survivor involvement across the sector. While progress has been made, it remains inconsistent. There is a clear difference between inclusion and influence. Survivors are often consulted, but not always involved in shaping decisions from the outset. The room was aligned on this: meaningful involvement means partnership, fair recognition, and clear pathways into leadership.
	The Future Threats workshop was particularly thought-provoking. We discussed how exploitation is evolving, becoming more hidden, more complex, and in some cases, completely invisible to the person being exploited. Digital environments, political shifts, economic pressures, and gaps in awareness are all contributing to changing risk patterns.
	One point I brought forward from a lived experience perspective is that survivors often recognise these patterns long before systems do. That insight is not just valuable for responding to exploitation, it is critical for preventing it.
	There was also honest discussion about the challenges within the sector itself. Limited funding for prevention, fragmented approaches between organisations, and a lack of consistent training and standards all impact how effectively we can respond. There is a clear opportunity for stronger collaboration and a more unified voice across the sector.

