ABB initial statement in response to report by International Rivers Network & Corner House regarding development of Merowe Dam (Sudan)

9 May 2005

Björn Edlund (Senior Vice-President & head of Corporate Communications, ABB) provided this statement to the Business & Human Rights Resource Centre in response to “A Critical Juncture for Peace, Democracy, and the Environment: Sudan and the Merowe/Hamadab Dam Project”, International Rivers Network & Corner House, May 2005 (http://www.irn.org/programs/merowe/index.asp?id=050428merowe.html): 

Thanks for the email and your kind invitation to respond to the report from the International Rivers Network on the dam in Sudan. We received the report here at ABB and are preparing a letter to the IRN [International Rivers Network], which I will forward to you as soon as it has been finalized and sent. 

In the meantime, let me share some background on ABB in Sudan. We are a sub-supplier of electrical transmission and distribution equipment to a general contractor building the power grid from the Merowe dam to three points in Sudan, the capital Khartoum, Port Sudan and a city on the Nile. We also supply to another general contractor, this time flow controls (industry automation equipment) for an oilfield in the south, at Heglig. In addition, through distributors we sell low-voltage equipment such as standard fuse boxes, wiring accessories and so on for homes and industrial buildings. 

The business in Sudan falls under normal export control rules - i.e. every export into Sudan goes is checked and has to be approved by our internal bodies - of which Sustainability Affairs is one. In addition, we have added safeguards for sales to Sudan, as we do in areas where there may be conflict situations or when the human rights context is difficult. These safeguards take the shape of conflict and human rights questionnaires which we have created, and which the Export Control function, Sustainability Affairs and Corporate Communications go through with ABB companies wishing to sell into such areas as Sudan. 

As you may know, we are engaged in a project to test our human rights principles in Sudan. We have committed to a stakeholder process guided by a prominent human rights lawyer, involving our own local management and stakeholders in Sudan. In addition, and as a way to focus our contacts there on concrete projects, we will partner with NGOs to bring electricity to two villages - one in the North and one in the South. 

This work is to be completed this year as part of our engagement with the Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights (www.blihr.org), and as an ABB model for managing dilemmas in other parts of the world. 

We are aware that some NGOs would want companies to withdraw from Sudan, but we would rather try to use our presence there and elsewhere in a constructive way, and see if we as a company can have a positive influence on the ground. That said, in Sudan it is not an easy situation, but developments have on the whole at least moved in the right direction since the peace agreement. 

We believe that extending access to electricity through improving the grid and other projects, and to help Sudan build its oil industry are contributions towards a better future in Sudan. The country has rich agriculture but lacks in infrastructure and export income. 

To handle our humble projects, we have a small working group comprising local ABB management in the region, our representative in Sudan, an ABB Sustainability Affairs expert with experience from East Africa, supported by the human rights lawyer I mentioned. I chair this working group. FYI, at our annual global stakeholder dialogue this month in Zurich, we discussed the challenge in Sudan and the recommendation was to proceed carefully, as outlined above, rather than to withdraw. 

I will come back to the specific issues raised by IRN.

Sincerely 

Björn Edlund
Group Senior Vice President, ABB Ltd.
Head of Group Functions
Corporate Communications
Sustainability Affairs

