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Business’ human rights responsibilities in conflict zones: Standards, tools and perspectives
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My name is Christian Frutiger. I joined Nestlé just about three years ago after 13 years with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), about half in the field in armed conflicts and the other half at headquarters in the operational coordination and then fundraising. 
From my work with the ICRC, I also know that the sensitivities about whether a country is in an “armed conflict” or not are high among States. Therefore the terminology used in my presentation is purely indicative and should not be interpreted as a Nestlé position beyond the purpose of this panel.
Within Nestlé’s Public Affairs Department, I am in charge of human rights issues, NGO relations and global partnerships. 

First of all, I would like to thank the Swiss Government and the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre for inviting me to this panel. I seem to be the only company representative in this round. I don’t know, if this is a good or a bad thing. 

I personally and sincerely believe that companies have a role to play in peace building and conflict resolution. Companies, if they behave responsibly, can be a stabilizing factor during the conflict, but then of course in the recovery, reconstruction and evidently in the development phase after an armed conflict. 

To use a famous quote from Koffy Annan:  “The human family will not enjoy development without security, it will not enjoy security without development, and it will not enjoy either without respect for human rights.” I hope you concur with me that “longterm sustainable development” is unthinkable without the private sector. Companies know how to create value. Shareholder value, obviously, but also value for society. 

This “shared value creation” is enshrined in Nestlé’s fundamental business strategy, and at the same time it represents the company’s understanding of its corporate responsibility. Nestlé is a global food and beverage company. We have been around for over 140 years (almost as long as the International Committee of the Red Cross).  We have over 280’000 employees in about 450 factories. Half of our factories are located in developing countries. Some of them in countries with internal tensions, armed struggles or just coming out of a conflict.

Our core business is food processing and providing nutritious food to our consumers. We source locally and market locally. Most of our agricultural commodities are relatively low value and are transformed in-country and sold in country. We do not own farms, but our 950 agronomists and 15’000 agricultural extension workers work with over 540’000 farmers globally – providing them with technical support, micro-credits (CHF 48 million in 2009) and other inputs. We help to provide a sustainable income at the farm level, a market for agricultural outputs and through transformation, we enable the preservation of the agricultural goods until they reach the end consumer via our processed products. 

Unfortunately, companies like ours are often not part of the development or humanitarian equation of NGO’s, international organisations, but also Governments. 

Let’s come back to armed conflict or other political tensions: Nestlé has often been in a particular country or region long before things go wrong, then it remains during the conflict and stays and reinvests after. 

Should a food company leave an area, when the political or security situation becomes instable? Should we have left Zimbabwe? Should we have left Côte d’Ivoire? Should Nestlé have left the southern Colombian Department of the Caquetá when in 1996 over 70’000 coca (as in cocain) growers protested, the guerilla attacked wherever it could and much of the Department was paralyzed?

This was actually, when I came across Nestlé for the first time in the field with the ICRC. In Caquetá, in 1996, in the middle of chaos, a Nestlé factory, pre-condensing milk and sourcing from small farmers in the region. This didn’t really fit my worldview at the time, but when I started enquiring, I noticed that this Nestlé milk district had been around for two decades already and that this seemed to be about the only major legal possibility of income for local farmers. 

Now, I think the question we have to ask is: what would have been the situation of the local population in the Caquetá, Zimbabwe or Côte d’Ivoire, if Nestlé (or other food companies by that matter) hadn’t been there? Better? I have my serious doubts.

Of course – and this leads us back to the Koffy Annan quote – companies operating conflict or post-conflict areas have to respect human rights and international humanitarian law. Like everywhere else, I’d like to add, but paying even more attention. 

But what exactly does this mean, human rights for a company? In this regard the UN Framework developed by John Ruggie and his team has been very helpful. The framework clearly recalls the obligation of States to protect human rights. Then the guidance on due diligence within the Corporate Responsibility to respect human rights is a useful basis. The tools to be used to get down to the details are always the same. We will be working with the Danish Institute for Human Rights for local compliance/impact assessments in countries of concern. 

At the corporate level, Nestlé refers to the “Corporate Responsibility to Respect” in the new version of our Corporate Business Principles, which we just published last week. The Nestlé Corporate Business Principles rule the behaviour of all our 280’000 employees around the world and are non-negotiable.  

Make no mistake, it is difficult for a food and beverage company like us to work in situations of political instability, and weak governance. Since – as I said initially – we are a local competitor the countries in which we are present, applying international standards unilaterally (while your competitors on the ground may not) can be a serious disadvantage. We actually do best in countries, where the regulation is strict and enforced for everybody. 

On the other hand, long-term sustainable business is like sustainable development, it requires long-term investment, a relentless motivation and it cannot be done alone. Never. At least this is how we see it. 

Thank you very much.
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