Open letter to the signatories of the 10 October letter to the Special Representative of the UN Secretary General for business and human rights
                                                                       

15 October 2007
 

Your letter of 10 October to the Special Representative of the UN Secretary General for business and human rights (SRSG) threatens to set back the cause of human rights in the corporate sector many years. It is in fact little more than an expanded reprise of a letter written on 25 January by some of your signatories which then, as now, attempted to prevent the SRSG from completing the first and most important part of his mandate – to identify and clarify standards of corporate responsibility and accountability with regard to human rights. It is this, if implemented, not research, which could change corporate behaviour. 
 

What you propose will not ‘effectively advance the protection of human rights in the context of business activities’: it will do precisely the opposite. It sets up companies as adversaries, not as potential allies, though it is abundantly clear that if we wish to see human rights prevail in the world, we will not do so without the positive involvement of companies, the majority of which, if they do harm, do not do so wittingly or intentionally. Those of us who pioneered this work and helped to put human rights on the corporate agenda learnt that while protest should never be abandoned, positive engagement, using abuses as a lever for change, not as a beating stick, is the way ahead.  Today some 100 companies acknowledge the UDHR even if their practice has yet fully to implement it.
 

What we need in order to move forward is not more research into abuse or the voice of victims, but universal human rights principles, applicable to all companies, which will enable stakeholders and the market to bring influence to bear on non-financial performance and so change it for the better. We need to influence the decisions of the countless men and women working in companies who daily affect the lives and livelihoods of millions throughout the world. In what is effectively a continuation of the process which started with the Norms we today have a chance of moving towards such principles through the work of the SRSG. You appear to wish to halt this advance and replace it with research with no determined time-scale and no practical objective.  
 

The proposals under point 4, the only place in your letter at which you touch on the SRSG’s mandate, are unrealistically academic and postulate a vast exercise of bureaucracy. The ‘instrument’ you describe is more appropriate to a leisurely philosophical dissertation than a means of confronting the urgent challenges faced in real life.  The debate has moved on: human rights are on the corporate agenda. We want companies to tackle specifics, for example to provide a living wage, to care for the communities and environment they affect, to do no harm – in other words to observe and support human rights through practical action where they impinge on them. These are primary responsibilities: they would exist whether or not states existed, though you appear unable to separate the two. It is these responsibilities we need to clarify. Moreover, if we want a change in corporate behaviour we need to talk in language intelligible to the practitioner, not in the abstract language of lawyers.
 

Nothing would better celebrate next year’s 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights than UN-endorsed human rights principles for companies. What you propose would extinguish sine die hope of any such development. If your views prevail, it will be a Pyrrhic victory for NGOs and a defeat for human rights. I beg you to think again.
 

Yours sincerely,
 

Sir Geoffrey Chandler, Founder-Chair, Amnesty International UK Business Group 1991-2001
