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Private Sector and Human Rights Project Feedback Event

Notes of the Meeting held on Thursday 12 November 2009

Hosted by KPMG, South Quay Plaza 3, London E14 9SH
Background

In summer 2009 the Ministry of Justice and the Department of Health commissioned TwentyFifty Limited to conduct a scoping study into how businesses are engaging with human rights in the UK.
The purpose of this feedback event was to share the findings of the scoping study with participants and other key stakeholders, to discuss the main messages that have come out of the study and to consider the potential next steps in moving this work forward.
Attendees
· Attendees included representatives from UK businesses across a range of sectors, as well as other key stakeholders such as the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB), and relevant Government Departments.
1. Introduction by the Ministry of Justice
· Jiwan Raheja, Head of Strategy and Stakeholders in the Ministry of Justice’s Human Rights Division, welcomed participants and thanked KPMG for hosting the event.
· Jiwan provided some background to the Private Sector and Human Rights Project scoping study. She explained that in recent years there has been an increasing recognition that businesses have a significant impact on their social environment. As part of this, there is now an increasing public expectation for businesses to respect human rights. 

· Since the enactment of the Human Rights Act in 1998, the Government has embarked upon an ambitious programme of work to ensure that human rights are mainstreamed into the work of public authorities. However, businesses also have an important role to play in promoting human rights, because of their interaction with employees, customers and contractors, as well as through their investment and operational decisions. 

· There is also growing international momentum around business and human rights, following the framework and approach developed by Professor John Ruggie, the United Nations Special Representative on Business and Human Rights. 
· In this context, last year the Ministry of Justice was approached by Race for Opportunity, a third sector organisation that works with employers on equality issues and is part of Business in the Community. They had conducted a survey among private and public sector employers, which revealed that many employers were interested in learning more about how human rights affect their business.

· Following this, the Private Sector and Human Rights scoping study was commissioned by the Ministry of Justice and the Department of Health, to provide an insight into how businesses understand human rights and to establish a dialogue with the UK private sector on the subject. The scoping study involved an online questionnaire and in-depth interviews, which engaged 167 companies, which in total employ around 2 million people in the UK and 4.5 million people globally. These companies were selected to provide a sample of the different parts of the UK private sector, and included companies from all parts of the UK.

· As well as private sector representatives, other key stakeholders have been actively engaged in the scoping study, including Race for Opportunity, the CBI, the FSB and other Government Departments. They have been engaged in shaping and distributing the questionnaire, selecting and contacting companies for interview, and developing the report.

· Based on the findings of the scoping study, the Ministry of Justice envisages several ways in which this work could be taken forward, and looks forward to seeing the Equality and Human Rights Commission, as part of its statutory role to protect and promote human rights, working with the key private sector and voluntary sector organisations to take the lead on moving this work forward.

2. The Private Sector and Human Rights Project Findings – presentation by TwentyFifty

· TwentyFifty, who were commissioned by the Ministry of Justice and the Department of Health to conduct the Private Sector and Human Rights Project scoping study, outlined the study’s methodology and presented its findings in detail.
· The report detailing the findings of the scoping study, The Private Sector and Human Rights in the UK, is available on TwentyFifty’s website at the following link: http://www.twentyfifty.co.uk/publications/art/9/The-Private-Sector-and-Human-Rights-in-the-UK.htm
3. Panel questions and answers chaired by Business in the Community
· The panel consisted of Jiwan Raheja (Ministry of Justice), Alan Christie (Equality and Human Rights Commission), Bryan Cress (CBI), Chris McCann (Asda) and Philippa Birtwell (Barclays). The session was chaired by Sandra Kerr, Race for Opportunity (Business in the Community).
· Each panel member spoke briefly to outline their response to the scoping study’s findings and their thoughts on how this work should be taken forward. The key messages communicated during this and the subsequent questions from the floor are as follows:
· Equality and Human Rights Commission: 

· Engagement with the private sector on human rights is critical to inform the shape and content of the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) plans for the financial year 2010/2011.
· Ministry of Justice: 

· The Ministry of Justice (MoJ) wishes to share the experience of integrating human rights into the practices of public sector organisations, which has been developed over the last few years within Government.
· MoJ is keen to continue the momentum of this work over the next few months with a steering group comprised of businesses, the EHRC, MoJ and other relevant Government Departments.
· CBI:
· It should not be assumed that there is a major or broad problem concerning UK businesses and human rights.
· It is important to clarify what the significant human rights within the UK are and what responsibilities businesses have for addressing these, as well as how human rights relate to the existing legislation relating to businesses (e.g. employment law).
· The language of human rights is unfamiliar to businesses. How this language relates to the business language of ‘due diligence’ should be considered.
· It is important to focus on developing actions that UK businesses are able to absorb. 
· Asda:
· Asda have identified four strategic imperatives for their business and all businesses over the next few years: food security, energy security, population growth, & climate change. 

· Human rights are central to all of these imperatives, and Asda is therefore taking a range of actions to address human rights within the UK.
· Barclays:
· Barclays has a strong focus on:

· the human rights of employees, suppliers and Barclays’ role as a financial services provider to businesses and the public;
· human rights risk management;
· using human rights to enhance stakeholder relationships; and
· the human rights impact on the adaptation agenda for climate change. 
· There is currently ambiguity about how far down the lending chain the responsibility of banks goes.
4. Table discussion and feedback

· Tables were asked to discuss what the main messages were that participants will take from the scoping study; their reaction to the panel members’ ideas on the priorities and approach to moving forward; and the contributions they could make towards moving the agenda forward.
· TwentyFifty acted as facilitators for this discussion session and the following feedback was collected:
Clarification:

· As the report details, many companies think of ‘human rights’ as being a concern only in their overseas operations. When taking this work forward there is therefore a need to ‘bring human rights home to the UK’. This requires:
· clarity on what human rights issues, risks and opportunities exist within the UK;
· enabling UK businesses to understand the relevance of human rights within the UK; and

· a wider discussion of human rights within the UK business community.

· Businesses would benefit from an explanation of what ‘human rights’ are, beyond broadly ethical business processes. There is a need to de-mystify the language of human rights, and to make the language relevant to businesses. 
· Businesses would also benefit from clarification on the Human Rights Act, and particularly how it relates to specific sectors.

· It would be useful to establish one central source of information for businesses on human rights within the UK.

Leadership:

· Leadership from businesses, the Government and the EHRC is required to take this work forward.

· It is important to be aware of any existing work that has been carried out on the UK private sector and human rights, and to build on this where possible.

· When taking this work forward there needs to be an emphasis on the potential business opportunities involved; it is important to make the business case for respecting human rights.

· As detailed in the scoping study’s findings, to integrate human rights into a company’s practices, the influence of committed senior leadership is often very important. 
A focused approach:

· There must be a specific focus on SMEs, which constitute the majority of the UK private sector. SMEs are often the businesses which directly face human rights issues within the UK, but have the least resources or expertise to address them. SMEs would benefit from clear and focused guidance on the subject. 
· A good approach for taking this work forward would be to focus on specific human rights issues / topics, rather than on business and human rights generally. This would enable businesses to tackle issues thoroughly rather than just developing broad, aspirational statements and policies.

General comments:

· It should be considered the norm for businesses to respect human rights and to address human rights issues. 

· Businesses need to know how to measure success in respecting human rights; identifying examples of good practice should be a priority. This could take the form of establishing and measuring output metrics on human rights (both quantitative and qualitative).
· Businesses would not welcome further legislation on human rights. However, it is important to identify the business behaviours that are driving the ‘need’ for legislation and to target action towards changing these behaviours.

5. Round up by the Equality and Human Rights Commission

· Alan Christie of the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) provided a round up for the event, outlining the EHRC’s response to the scoping study and its plans for moving forward.
· The EHRC recognises that there is a need for dialogue and genuine engagement with UK businesses on subject of human rights. The EHRC, as part of its statutory role to protect and promote human rights, has a vital role to play in reaching out and engaging businesses, and in creating a shared understanding regarding human rights across the business community.
· This engagement on human rights needs to go beyond legal compliance and businesses must choose to engage because it makes sense for them to do so. It is important for companies to recognise the business case for integrating human rights into their practices.
· The EHRC needs to examine what the role of businesses is in protecting human rights, and why they should engage with any initiatives. The biggest challenge is to make the business case, particularly to SMEs.
· As has been articulated by businesses during the earlier discussions, the EHRC understands that there is a need for practical, audience-led, accessible guidance on how human rights relate to UK businesses.
6. Final Comments by the Ministry of Justice

· The Ministry of Justice recognises the important role that the EHRC, as part of its statutory role to protect and promote human rights, has to play in driving forward this work. The Government will support the EHRC in this role, and hopes that the businesses who have attended the event will also continue to be engaged in this work. 
· The Government will ensure that the momentum of this work is maintained, and will be in touch with attendees shortly, to share feedback from the event and to provide details of the next steps.
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