From Frances House, member of the Amnesty International UK Business Group; former Director of the International Business Leaders Forum; former Human Rights Watch researcher

To: Dzidek Kedzia

Chief, Research and Right to Development Branch

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights

United Nations, CH-1211 Geneva 10

October 7th 2004

Dear Dzidek Kedzia,

Responsibilities of transnational corporations and related business enterprises with regard to human rights

I am writing in an individual capacity in response to the invitation by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights for submissions on the ‘Responsibilities of transnational corporations and related business enterprises with regard to human rights’, (the ‘Norms’).

The moral and business cases for companies addressing human rights within their legitimate sphere of influence are clear. Morally, respecting human rights is the right thing to do. From a business perspective, it is a question of risk and reputation management. Public scrutiny of corporate performance with regard to human rights is on the rise from many quarters. Trust in global companies is at an all-time low.  And yet, only a minority of companies have adopted codes or policies in an attempt to embed human rights into mainstream business. This may, in part, be due to a lack of clarity as to how and where to begin addressing this challenging area. The ‘Norms’ represent a significant step forward in codifying the human rights responsibilities of companies.
There are many existing codes and guidelines for companies which address various aspects of human rights; the UN Global Compact, the OECD Guidelines, the Voluntary Principles to name a few, which draw to some extent on international human rights architecture – the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its two conventions, the core ILO Conventions, the Convention on the Rights of the Child. The ‘Norms’ are of considerable importance because they are the only set of comprehensive guidelines which distil all human rights principles germane to business and provide a framework for companies to develop their own principles and policies. 

The ‘Norms’ provide a common reference point for corporate policy-making and implementation, for independent monitoring and reporting, for benchmarking performance within sectors and regions. They provide a starting point for dialogue between companies and governments, NGOs or investors on human rights matters. They do not propose, however, that companies take over the primary responsibility of states to promote and protect the human rights of their citizens.
Nevertheless, to become common currency, the ‘Norms’ need to be accepted by business as much as by other sectors.  Further consultation to address some companies’ concerns about weaknesses in the drafting process and final text will pay dividends in the future. Concerns have been raised in particular about monitoring of compliance and lack of detail regarding implementation. I would like to endorse John O’Reilly’s point in his submission of 29 September that mandatory and comprehensive human rights impact assessments prior to major projects being approved would encourage preventative measures. This could usefully be considered within the remit of the ‘Norms’.
There is a pressing need for an over-arching set of human rights principles for business. Companies would stand to benefit as much from this as any other player. The ‘Norms’, while requiring some fine-tuning, have enormous potential to clarify expectations, raise standards and build trust. 
Yours sincerely,

Frances House

