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Tonight I would like to share with you some of the trends we are seeing in the business and human rights arena in Africa.  My comments are based on what I am hearing from contacts across Africa, and the reports I add to our website each day – some about positive initiatives by the private sector in Africa, others alleging specific human rights abuses by companies.  
I feel privileged to be involved with business and human rights at this time.  Business and human rights issues are moving up the agenda across all sectors in Africa – media, civil society, business and government. But the challenges are enormous. Civil society in many African countries is weak and lacks basic communication tools. Some of the abuses we have received reports about have been among the most severe we’ve seen anywhere. And we suspect that there are many more cases that have not yet surfaced. 
It is, however, very gratifying to see African NGOs beginning to play active roles in investigating issues and raising concerns about the conduct of business.
I would like to describe a case to you that conveys some of these trends.  In October 2007, three NGOs - Action for Southern Africa, Christian Aid and the Scottish Catholic International Aid Fund - issued the report “Undermining development? Copper mining in Zambia.”  This report details the impact of copper mining on Zambia.  In a nutshell, it says that Zambia is deriving few advantages from mining while suffering many of the disadvantages.  It highlights the poor working conditions of copper miners as well as problems with environmental pollution.  But its main focus is on taxation and what it calls the ‘raw deal’ that Zambia gets from mining companies because of unfair contracts signed under pressure. 
Taxation may not seem at first glance to be a core human rights issue, but for many countries in Africa, their ability to address development, health, education, housing and other basic rights depends largely on tax revenue from mineral resources. 

It is important to note that local Zambian NGOs, including the Catholic Commission on Justice Development and Peace, led the investigations on which this report was based.  In fact, this report builds on a previous one by Zambian NGOs , and the contracts discussed in this report were first uncovered by them.  

We posted this report on our website, plus the responses to the report by the two major mining companies referred to in the report – UK-based Vedanta, and Zambia Copper Investments, owners of the largest mine in Zambia, the Konkola Copper Mines.  Since then, the three NGOs that wrote the original report have commented on Vedanta’s response, and this is also on our website.
I don’t want to give the impression that interest in business and human rights issues is only coming from civil society.  Many companies are engaging more with civil society in Africa, and increasingly responding when concerns are raised about their conduct. 
In the past African communities were beneficiaries of social responsibility programs that were decided by companies.  Today, many companies are engaging and partnering with local communities to decide what should be done.  

Encouragingly, companies are not limiting human rights issues to funding projects. Some are seeking to bring human rights into the mainstream of their operations.  I recently met with staff of a major mining company in Johannesburg.  They had requested a meeting because they wanted tools that would help them integrate human rights standards into their operations.  They also wanted training on how to encourage their supply chain to do the same. 

Earlier this year, the South African Human Rights Commission became the first human rights commission in the world to appoint a full-time officer to work exclusively on business and human rights issues.  This is encouraging, not only because it raises the profile of the subject, but also because it is a precedent for other human rights commissions in Africa – indeed a precedent for other regions including Europe and North America.  

There are, of course, still many challenges.  Some abuses by the private sector in Africa are devastating.  They are committed by both multinationals and African firms.  The victims tend to be the poor, the powerless and the most vulnerable.  The absence of a strong regulatory framework for business on the continent leaves room for impunity. 
In late 2006 we drew attention to a report by Angolan journalist Rafael Marques, detailing “profoundly sadistic” abuses by security firms employed by diamond companies in Angola.  The victims were local artisanal miners.  The report detailed many cases of torture, a case of forcing a father to have sex with his son-in-law, and killings.  We invited the 5 diamond companies to respond about the conduct of their security firms.  Eventually all five responded – they were companies from Brazil, USA, Israel, and two from Angola.  Most of the responses were disappointing, given the extreme nature of the abuses described.  One of the responses was more substantive than the others -- Endiama, the Angolan state diamond company, said it recognised there were problems that needed to be addressed, and said it would take action “so that such acts do not happen again.”  We were pleased to hear from Rafael Marques that our work on this case helped stir up a debate on these issues in Angola. 

Mining in Africa is still one of the most dangerous jobs in the world, with large numbers of fatalities each year.  In South Africa, the miners’ union held a strike today to highlight safety issues.  Fortunately some companies are now taking stronger action to address the situation.  Anglo American recently appointed its first female CEO Cynthia Caroll, who said at the firm’s annual general meeting that Anglo’s safety record, with 44 deaths last year, was “simply not acceptable.”  She said effective management of safety would be a requirement “for those managers who wish to make progress within the company”. 
There are many other issues I could flag – business response to HIV/AIDS, lawsuits against multinationals for human rights abuses, South African companies in the rest of Africa – but time does not permit. 
In closing, I would like to say we are encouraged by some of the developments we are seeing, especially the increasing interest from African NGOs.  There are companies making a positive contribution to human rights in Africa, and they deserve recognition for doing so.  There is still a long way to go – civil society needs to be vigilant, and governments need to be more vigorous in exercising their duty to ensure the private sector does not abuse fundamental rights.  But as with other human rights issues, business and human rights is slowly but surely finding its way into the mainstream.  
