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Too many corporate social responsibility (CSR) conferences organised by companies and business associations are self-congratulatory and lack substance.  Speakers tend to give business people what they want: anecdotes about philanthropic programmes, pep talks about “the business case for CSR”, awards, and glossy PowerPoint presentations featuring perfect mission statements and policies.  The result can be a disservice to business people: too often they are left with a misplaced sense of satisfaction, and a belief that voluntary initiatives are enough.  They are often not challenged -- not brought face-to-face with those in civil society who have important questions and concerns, and who are increasingly demanding genuine corporate accountability.

The Novartis Foundation International Symposium 2003 on Human Rights and the Private Sector (27 November 2003, Basel) was different.  It brought together leading voices from business, civil society, government and academia to engage in a frank, in-depth discussion about human rights and development, and about the role and responsibilities of the private sector with regard to human rights.  
The results of that symposium are now available in a 154-page report: Human Rights and the Private Sector: International Symposium Report, co-published by the Novartis Foundation for Sustainable Development and the Prince of Wales International Business Leaders Forum (IBLF).  It provides a very useful and accessible overview of issues that companies, NGOs and governments need to understand and address.  The report includes a summary of the themes discussed, the full text of the speeches, and resource materials in the appendices (see boxes). 
Speeches in the report on the connection between business, human rights and development are by:

· Desmond Tutu, Anglican Archbishop Emeritus of Cape Town

· Daniel Vasella, Chairman and CEO of Novartis

· Mary Robinson, Executive Director of the Ethical Globalization Initiative, former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and President of Ireland

· Micheline Calmy-Rey, Federal Councillor and Head of the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs

The speeches on the human rights role and responsibilities of the private sector are by:

· Klaus M. Leisinger, President & CEO of the Novartis Foundation for Sustainable Development

· Irene Khan, Secretary-General of Amnesty International

· Paul Streeten, Professor Emeritus at Boston University

· Narandran Jody Kollapen, Chairperson of the South African Human Rights Commission

· Lee A. Tavis, Professor of Finance & founding director of the Programme on Multinational Managers and Developing Country Concerns at the University of Notre Dame

· afterword by Sir Geoffrey Chandler, Founder-Chair of Amnesty International UK Business Group from 1991 to 2001, former senior manager at Royal Dutch/Shell
The report’s appendices provide a useful collection of resource materials:
· “The Buck Stops Where? Managing the Boundaries of Business Engagement in Global Development Challenges” by Robert Davies & Jane Nelson, IBLF

· “Sustainable Development: Towards a Fair Division of Responsibility between Societal Actors” by Klaus M. Leisinger, Novartis Foundation for Sustainable Development

· “Overview: Human Rights – Is it Any of Your Business?” by Peter Frankental & Frances House, Amnesty International UK & IBLF
· Novartis guideline on human rights

· Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
· UN Norms on business & human rights 
· Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights toolkit

· “Business and the Millennium Development Goals” by Jane Nelson & Dave Prescott, IBLF
· Further Resources
Business people who read this report will better understand why human rights, environmental and development NGOs so strongly support the UN Norms on business and human rights.  Irene Khan explains why Amnesty International considers voluntary social initiatives by companies useful but not sufficient for protecting internationally-recognised human rights – and why Amnesty believes the UN Norms provide a coherent way forward.  Mary Robinson, referring to the Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights which she chairs (a group of companies “road testing” the UN Norms in their operations), speaks of the need to form “unexpected alliances” that change opinion within the business community about new initiatives such as the UN Norms.
Most of the speakers emphasise the important role business can play in promoting human rights, and give examples of individual companies doing so.  But some also confront the private sector with present and past shortcomings.  Irene Khan notes: “Too many companies still actively lobby to undermine initiatives or policies that could make a difference to the human rights situation.”  Sir Geoffrey Chandler expresses concern about the absence of collective corporate leadership on human rights, and the lack of willingness “to break out of the defensive box which has unthinkingly fought regulation.”  Narandran Jody Kollapen draws attention to the fact that the business community in general, and certain business people in particular, supported apartheid policies in South Africa to a far greater extent than they would now like to admit.
Daniel Vasella provides an overview of the Novartis approach to human rights, while Klaus Leisinger describes steps that Novartis has taken to implement the UN Global Compact principles in the company’s operations.  Micheline Calmy-Rey endorses calls for a stronger commitment of the private sector to the respect and promotion of human rights.  Lee A. Tavis explains how the UN Global Compact can assist companies in incorporating human rights into their decisions.
I would include this report on a shortlist of recommended reading on the subject of business and human rights, along with other publications such as: 

· The UN Human Rights Norms For Business: Towards Legal Accountability (Amnesty International, Jan. 2004)
· Beyond Voluntarism: Human rights and the developing international legal obligations of companies (International Council on Human Rights Policy, Jan. 2002)

· Human Rights Compliance Assessment (assessment tool for companies, developed by Human Rights & Business Project of the Danish Institute for Human Rights, in association with Confederation of Danish Industries & Industrialization Fund for Developing Countries, available Oct. 2004)

· Leadership, Governance & Human Rights - The 2003 Business and Human Rights Seminar: Speeches (speeches by: Mary Robinson, Chair, Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights; Peter Brew of IBLF; Jeremy Hobbs of Oxfam Intl; James Ross of National Grid Transco; Anita Roddick, Founder of Body Shop; Chris Marsden of Amnesty Intl. UK Business Group; Professor David Weissbrodt of UN Sub-Commission on Human Rights; Björn Edlund of ABB, 9 Dec. 2003)
· Raising the Bar: Creating Value with the United Nations Global Compact (edited by Claude Fussler, Aron Cramer & Sebastian van der Vegt, 2004)

· Human rights -- is it any of your business? (Amnesty International UK Business Group & IBLF, Apr. 2000) 
· Business and Human Rights: A Management Primer (Shell, 1998)
· Business & Human Rights: A geography of corporate risk (Amnesty International UK & IBLF, Feb. 2002) 
· The Business of Peace: The private sector as a partner in conflict prevention and resolution (Jane Nelson / IBLF, International Alert, Council on Economic Priorities, 2000)
· Corporate Social Responsibility: The International Aspects (Sir Geoffrey Chandler, 25 June 2004)

· Dealing with Joel Bakan’s Pathological Corporation: A strategy for campaigning human rights and environmental NGOs (Chris Marsden, July 2004)
Links to all these publications are available (or will soon be available, in the case of the item not yet published) on the Business & Human Rights Resource Centre website (www.business-humanrights.org).
