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Too often tragedies, disasters and wrongdoings serve as 
catalysts for change in respect of business and human 
rights. Advocates have called for businesses to be more 
responsible for the human rights impacts in their own 
operations and through their business relationships. Forward-
thinking businesses are embracing this call as they seek to 
identify, prevent, mitigate and report on those impacts, using 
internationally recognised principles and guidelines to help 
inform their approach, such as the UN Global Compact.

June 2011 saw the unanimous endorsement of the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights by the 
members of the United Nations. I am proud to say the UK 
was the first country to launch an action plan to implement 
the Guiding Principles. In doing so we are demonstrating the 
importance the UK places on such matters.

The Guiding Principles emphasise the responsibility of 
businesses to respect human rights, and this is echoed by the 
UN Global Compact which calls on businesses to respect and 
support the protection of human rights and to ensure that 
they are not complicit in human rights abuses.

Some companies are daunted by the cost implications of 
putting in place processes to identify, prevent, mitigate and 
report on human rights. The testimonies that follow show 
that it is also an opportunity that can lead to positive changes 
in the business and its supply chain. I believe this document 
will serve as a useful stimulus for businesses embarking on 
human rights due diligence, whether as signatories of the UN 
Global Compact or in anticipation of the strategic reporting 
requirements coming in to force in 2016. I hope businesses 
find it makes their transition a little easier.

Jenny Willott

Minister for Employment 
Relations and Consumer 
Affairs, Department for 
Business, Innovation  
and Skills

FOREWORDABOUT THIS PUBLICATION
This primer was produced by the Global Compact 
Network UK to accompany Assessing human rights 
impacts: where the rubber hits the road event held on the
3rd June 2014 at Clifford Chance LLP, London, UK. 

Speakers from the following companies and organisations 
spoke at the event: Amnesty International UK, BP, 
Clifford Chance, Foreign and Commonwealth
Office, Kuoni, Institute for Human Rights and Business, 
Marshalls, Nestlé, Rio Tinto, UN Global Compact, and 
the UN Working Group on the issue of human rights 
and transnational corporations and other business 
enterprises. Company speakers were asked to write a 
short piece on their company’s ‘human rights journey’ 
while other speakers were asked to touch upon
corporate-related human rights impact assessments.  

This primer captures their thoughts. 
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Without a doubt, assessing the human rights impact of their 
stakeholders and rights holders for companies has to be one 
of the most challenging aspects of realising the ‘corporate 
responsibility to respect human rights’ pillar.

I say this based on publicly accessible facts. Of the many 
hundreds of thousands of companies that operate in the 
world, only a small minority have taken steps to assess their 
actual and potential human rights impacts, and fewer have 
taken steps to communicate their findings, publicly. 

Why is this? 

Each company will have their own reasons. For some, it may 
be legal – the fear of discoverability; for others it may be 
practical – no sufficient in-house resource to oversee the 
assessment, or dedicated budget in the designated financial 
year. For many, it may be political – the concern that such 
an assessment may upset the host government; while for 
others, it may be inertia – the lack of internal buy-in from key 
functions or even the Board. 

Whatever the reason, company executives working in CSR/
Sustainability need to realise that assessing their company’s 
actual and potential human rights impacts is the only way a 
company can fully ‘know and show’ it is not adversely affecting 
the rights of its stakeholders and rights holders. 

While some may not agree with certain aspects of  
the approach adopted by companies that have taken steps  
to assess their human rights impacts, it is hard to ignore  
the benefits of increased knowledge and understanding  
that can arise from embarking on such a process. 
Assessing human rights impacts: where the rubber hits 
the road provides an opportunity for corporate executives, 
especially – to hear first-hand from the companies that are 
forging ahead in this area, learn from their lessons, 
and consequently, refine their approaches.

Puvan Selvanathan

Member of the UN Working 
Group on the issue of  
human rights and 
transnational corporations 
and other business 
enterprises, and Head of 
Sustainable Agriculture,  
UN Global Compact

Since the UN Human Rights Council unanimously 
endorsed the Guiding Principles for the implementation 
of the UN Protect, Respect and Remedy Framework, 
companies have increasingly started to get to grips 
with its implementation, undergoing human rights due 
diligence, and specifically conducting human rights-
related impact assessments.

While there has been an upward trend, the numbers 
remain low, and companies frequently highlight that 
assessing their human rights impact remains problematic. 
A quick glance at the Corporate Questionnaire on Business 
and Human Rights (May 2014) conducted on behalf of 
the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights 
confirms this, stating that over 40% of respondents cited 
identifying their human rights impacts as a challenge; in 
particular, when it related to their indirect impacts.

The UN Global Compact and its UK Network is 
committed to helping companies navigate through this 
complexity, by offering forums in which those corporate 
leaders who are working on these very issues can share 
their lessons with others.

Our event, and this publication to support it, brings together 
five UN Global Compact signatories that are proving that 
assessing a company’s human rights impact, sometimes 
under challenging circumstances, is possible. Their brief 
commentaries and the views from other contributors 
point to some of the challenges associated with scoping, 
commissioning and carrying out such assessments. 
However, they also underscore the benefits of forging 
ahead with such human rights-focussed assessments. 
Ultimately, assessing one’s human rights impacts and 
putting in place relevant mitigating actions is the best 
way to demonstrate a company’s responsibility to respect 
human rights, and ensure they are ‘doing no harm.’
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Chris Harrop

Chairman of the Global 
Compact Network UK
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We started our human rights journey in 2008 and 
conducted our first human rights impact assessment 
in 2010. Since then, we have covered seven country 
operations in various regions of the world. This involved 
engaging with a multitude of employees, contractors, 
suppliers, farmers, local community members and 
external stakeholders to better understand the scope and 
magnitude of the human rights impacts resulting from 
our business activities.

In December 2013, we decided the time had come for us 
to share the lessons we had learnt along the way and talk 
about our human rights journey; we published our White 
Paper Talking the Human Rights Walk. 

We were in unchartered territory but it was important 
to us to communicate to our stakeholders how we are 
assessing and managing our human rights impacts,  
both at the corporate and country operations levels. 

The White Paper identifies a number of challenges that 
have made the overall process and outcomes more 
resilient over the years. 

We recognise that companies from all sectors may 
wrestle with doing a human rights impact assessment; 
completing a human rights impact assessment can be 
a challenging and daunting process. However, what we 
have realised is that the added value of HRIAs largely 
overcomes the drawbacks. What matters most is to 
start the journey and be ready and willing to learn from 
experience. We hope that in being open about our HRIA 
process, more and more companies will learn from our 
experience and take the plunge.
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NESTLÉ
Three years after the achievement of the UN Guiding Principles, 
four fundamental questions for business remain: 

(i)  How much knowledge do I need to have about the human
 rights risks in my operations? 
(ii)  What represents an adequate level of mitigation to reduce  
 these risks? 
(iii)  How transparent should I be about this knowledge and  
 associated mitigations? 
(iv)  What remedies must I have in place for victims? 

If these are the core questions for any business, then it is 
also true that business cannot and should not attempt to 
answer them on their own. Finding thresholds that represents 
adequate due diligence and mitigation are tasks that business 
cannot legitimately do on their own. For example, all of the 
achievements made in health and safety standards over the 
past thirty years were not drawn up in isolation. The choice a 
business makes as to which risks should be greatest priority 
for mitigation, not just to the business but to vulnerable 
communities, is a choice that needs to be made in partnership 
with stakeholders and rights holders.

In relation to impact assessment – the Guiding Principles do 
not require businesses to undertake bespoke human rights 
impact assessments; rather to ensure they acquire the 
necessary knowledge of their human rights risks and impacts. 
This might be done through a human rights impact assessment, 
existing environmental and social impact assessments or by 
other means – the essential point is that whatever approach is 
used, it is fit for purpose.

The Guiding Principles do not offer explicit effectiveness 
criteria for the corporate responsibility to respect and so it 
has to some extent been left to the marketplace over the 
past three years. This is a problem – as there is too much 
substandard work going on out there with no real quality 
control. We all need to work towards convergence and a  
level playing field over the years ahead.

John Morrison

Executive Director,  
Institute for Human Rights 
and Business

COMMENTARY

Christian Frutiger

Deputy Head, Public Affairs

Enrique Rueda

Head, Compliance and 
Security
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The UK was the first country to publish a National Action 
Plan to implement the UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights (UNGPs). 

‘Good Business’ launched by the Foreign Secretary and Business 
Secretary in September 2013, affirmed that “promotion of 
business and respect for human rights should go hand in hand.” 
The Action Plan follows the UNGPs three pillar structure: 
the government’s duty to protect human rights, business’ 
responsibility to respect human rights, and access to remedy  
for individuals affected by human rights abuses by business. 

In implementing the Action Plan, we are committed to helping 
UK companies fulfil their responsibility to respect human rights, 
and assist them in understanding and managing their human 
rights wherever they operate through a numbers of ways. For 
example, the Government is working with industry and civil 
society to develop guidance on human rights risk. We have 
also updated the toolkit on promoting good business conduct 
overseas, and re-launched the Overseas Business Risk Service. 

We want to continue to work with partners to promote the 
UNGPs as the most effective way to deliver improved human 
rights and sustainable business the world over, and as a 
means of providing remedy for those whose human rights 
are adversely affected by business activities. Effective risk 
management is essential for a successful business, especially 
in difficult environments and challenging markets. British 
companies can succeed and set standards for responsible 
business behaviour worldwide and many are doing so, through 
including human rights policies at the heart of their operations.

We are keen to support the implementation of the UNGPs at 
the international level, and remain committed to working to 
support those countries who want to develop National Action 
Plans and wish to learn from our experience.

Stephen Lowe

Head, Business and Human 
Rights and Freedom of 
Expression team, Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office

COMMENTARY

In 2012, we published our statement of commitment 
on human rights that was developed in a multi-
stakeholder approach. As part of our human rights due 
diligence, we embarked on a pilot human rights impact 
assessment project with the main aim of understanding 
and identifying the key areas of actual and potential 
human rights risk and impact of Kuoni’s operations and 
business relationships. We made sure we reached out to 
a diverse range of stakeholders including workers, local 
management, communities and NGOs to explore their 
experiences, and assess available means for mitigation. 

While we used the International Bill of Human Rights as 
the basis for our assessment, a special focus was put on 
labour and children’s rights, which were jointly identified 
as the priority areas by us and our stakeholders.

The pilot impact assessment process in Kenya revealed 
interesting insights on the impact of tourism on human 
rights, while highlighting challenges and issues when 
assessing human rights impacts that have been 
considered for the second impact assessment  
conducted in India in 2013.

In the spirit of openness, we have published the process 
we undertook in our projects Assessing Human Rights 
Impacts – Kenya Pilot Project Report (November, 2012) 
and Assessing Human Rights Impacts – India Project 
Report (February 2014). In addition to highlighting 
our methodology and providing information on our 
findings, we have gone as far as to provide details of the 
interactions with our stakeholders, and included their 
statements in an unedited format, while at the same time 
ensuring confidentiality. It’s important to us to convey to 
them and others that we do not shy away from tackling 
these challenging issues by committing to concrete 
mitigation measures in collaboration with relevant 
stakeholders. Guided by their wise counsel, we can only 
improve the way we do business and ensure our activities 
and relationships do not have any adverse impacts on the 
human rights of our stakeholders. 
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KUONI

Matthias Leisinger

Vice President Corporate 
Responsibility, Kuoni  
Travel Holding Ltd
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While the task of developing and testing a human rights 
impact assessment methodology is not simple, it has become 
necessary in the context of the human rights impacts of 
foreign direct investment. There are too many controversies 
involving the impacts of projects across sectors where 
the viewpoints of local communities, governments and 
corporations are dramatically different. A methodology to 
assess the human rights impacts of such projects within a 
collaborative framework could make a significant contribution 
to resolving these complex and reoccurring issues. 

While investment itself is not inherently good or bad for 
human rights, experience has shown that if foreign direct 
investment projects are to contribute to social and economic 
development, their human rights impacts have to be 
addressed. Yet we have seen that those who make decisions 
regarding investment – namely governments and companies 
– generally fail to consider the impacts of their projects on 
human rights. It is reasonable to assume that if governments 
and companies look more carefully at investments’ effects on 
human rights, then people’s rights would be better protected. 

In order to draw the links between rights and investment, 
a nuanced analysis is needed, especially in the multifaceted 
settings surrounding many projects. Looking at human 
rights means, among other things, looking at indigenous 
peoples’ rights, at gender-specific issues, at conflict, and 
at the different contexts in which investment takes place. 
At the heart of a human rights analysis is the importance 
of prevention, which requires proactive action on the part 
of companies to identify impacts in advance and to avoid 
undertaking activities that may cause or contribute to human 
rights violations. Where human rights abuses do occur, those 
harmed by a project should be able to claim a remedy that 
reflects the damage done to them.

Peter Frankental

Economic Relations 
Programme Director, 
Amnesty International UK
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BP COMMENTARY

At BP, we dedicate significant time and resources to 
understanding the impacts of our operations for our 
stakeholders, employees and the communities in which 
we operate. 

For BP, important experiences included those in Colombia 
in 1994, which demonstrated to us the need for 
companies to have a framework to assess security and 
human rights risks related to their operations. In 2001, 
we helped to develop the Voluntary Principles on Security 
and Human Rights. In 2002, we commissioned a human 
rights assessment of the proposed Tangguh LNG Project 
for BP Indonesia, and decided to publish a summary of 
the recommendations and conclusion for all to read. On 
the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline project, BP took a 
number of initiatives to support human rights, including 
signing the BTC Human Rights Undertaking with the 
governments of Azerbaijan, Turkey and Georgia. 

Since then, our work on the potential for social and 
community human rights impacts has focused on two 
themes: embedding human rights considerations into our 
procedures and continuously improving how we manage 
the potential for human rights impacts in our operations. 
Our environmental and social practices include specific 
human rights aspects, such as workforce welfare, 
security and human rights and indigenous people’s rights. 
Last year, we published our business and human rights 
policy. In addition we have worked with the oil and gas 
industry association IPIECA to help develop industry 
guidance and tools for community grievance mechanisms 
and for integration of human rights into environmental 
and social impact assessments.

More than a decade on from our Tanguuh report, we 
continue to include relevant human rights perspectives 
in our impact assessments. We returned to Tangguh only 
last year to complete such an assessment. Our human 
rights journey is far from over. Indeed, we believe we 
need to constantly improve, to learn from others, and 
evolve our thinking. 

Elodie Grant Goodey

Head of Societal Issues  
and Relationships

Elizabeth Wild

Social Responsibility 
Director
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Marshalls has been actively engaged in issues of human 
rights since 2005 when it began its campaigning, 
awareness-raising and lobbying work to abolish child 
labour from the quarrying sector in Rajasthan, India. 

In 2010, we issued our Human Rights Policy and began 
a programme of Human Rights Impact Assessments 
(HRIA) across our global operations including India, 
China, Vietnam and the UK. 

The HRIAs revealed not only potential impacts but 
also potential contributions that Marshalls is, and can 
increasingly make, to uphold human rights. It also 
highlighted the need for the education and embedding of 
human rights throughout the organisation and its supply 
chain in order to fully realise what is possible.

Marshalls’ response to the UN Protect, Respect and 
Remedy Framework and subsequently, the UN Guiding 
Principles, even at this fairly early stage, has been far 
reaching and extends to policy development, broad 
communications, specific human rights training for 
employees, human rights supplier education and 
engagement, an ongoing global HRIA programme, 
implementing recommendations from a Children’s Rights 
& Business Principles audit, and cementing key strategic 
partnerships with global authorities UNICEF & WAGGGS 
regarding human rights. 

For Marshalls, the UN Framework provided the clarity 
and common language regarding human rights that have 
propelled the organisation forward on its human rights 
journey. The benefits are myriad and include high levels 
of human rights and cultural intelligence which enhances 
our business risk management, high levels of employee 
engagement and motivation, long-term relationship 
and capacity-building within our supply chains, and the 
production of high quality/high value products. 
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MARSHALLS

Chris Harrop

Group Marketing 
Director and Director of 
Sustainability, Marshalls 

The ‘emerging science’ of human rights impact assessment 
includes important legal dimensions that are relevant to 
shaping HRIA methodologies; identifying, assessing and 
analysing risk; and implementing assessments’ outputs.

Human rights due diligence requires ongoing processes to 
assess actual and potential human rights impacts associated 
with a business and its operations, products and services. 
Focussed, standalone HRIAs will be appropriate in many 
situations – for example, prior to new projects or relationships, 
such as joint ventures; prior to releasing a new product, or 
making an investment in a new geography; or prior to a merger 
or acquisition. 

In crafting a context-appropriate HRIA methodology, legal 
considerations come into play in a variety of ways. These 
may include defining relevant human rights by reference to 
their international legal sources, taking account of applicable 
local laws, and incorporating legal concepts into the mapping, 
assessment and engagement phases of an HRIA. The need 
to understand legal considerations relevant to particular 
geographies will be acute in areas affected by conflict or 
territorial dispute, and will help define and prioritise the more 
severe human rights risks. Analysing the issues identified by an 
HRIA and implementing actions and strategies justified by the 
HRIA may both require legal advice. 

An HRIA will identify steps to be taken by the business 
enterprise to address human rights risks, either alone, or in 
cooperation with communities, business partners or States 
and their agencies. How these actions are to be achieved often 
requires negotiation. The recording of agreements concerning 
these issues may engage legal commitments. 

HRIA is a multi-disciplinary process. Legal input appropriate 
to the process can be vital to achieve the business objective to 
respect human rights.

Rae Lindsay 

Partner, Clifford Chance

COMMENTARY
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HUMAN RIGHTS

Businesses should support and respect the protection  
of internationally proclaimed human rights; and
make sure that they are not complicit in human  
rights abuses.

LABOUR

Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and 
the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining;
the elimination of all forms of forced and compulsory labour; 
the effective abolition of child labour; and
the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment 
and occupation.

ENVIRONMENT

Businesses are asked to support a precautionary approach 
to environmental challenges;
undertake initiatives to promote greater environmental
responsibility; and
encourage the development and diffusion of environmentally 
friendly technologies.

ANTI-CORRUPTION

Businesses should work against corruption in all its forms, 
including extortion and bribery.

Principle 1

Principle 2

Principle 3

Principle 4
Principle 5
Principle 6

Principle 7

Principle 8

Principle 9

Principle 10

THE TEN PRINCIPLES OF 
THE UNITED NATIONS 
GLOBAL COMPACTRespecting human rights helps to underpin our business 

success. Rio Tinto understands that not doing so poses 
very real risks to the company. On the other hand, the 
actions we take in support of human rights help us to build 
enduring and positive relationships across the community 
and the world. What we do, or are perceived to do, badly in 
one location may impact our operations elsewhere. 

Rio Tinto operates in places with diverse social, economic, 
political and cultural norms. We are committed to 
respecting human rights wherever we operate, in 
developed and developing countries, and high risk or low 
risk for human rights impacts, and through all stages 
of the life of the operation. Our responsibility to respect 
human rights also includes avoiding involvement in human 
rights-related abuses through our business relationships.

We adapt our human rights approach to the human rights 
due diligence process outlined in the UN Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights. This includes drawing 
together internal controls that incorporate related issues 
such as those dealing with communities and social 
performance, security, human resources, procurement, 
and health, safety and environment. We integrate 
human rights into our risk analysis, impact assessment, 
complaints, disputes and grievance processes. At 
locations which are high risk for human rights violations, 
we may conduct additional risk analyses and impact 
assessments including standalone human rights studies. 

We have a multi-product and functional human rights 
working group to support the implementation of our 
human rights approach, to build internal networks and 
identify systemic challenges. 

In 2013, we delivered a human rights awareness 
programme to employees of our Simandou iron ore 
project located in Guinea. The objectives included 
highlighting how Simandou could impact on human rights 
and the associated business risks. Around 100 people 
including senior managers attended the programme. 
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The United Nations Global Compact is the world’s largest 
corporate responsibility initiative with over 12,000 
corporate and non-business signatories committed 
to promoting the values of sustainable development. 
Participants agree to align their operations and strategies 
with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of 
human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption. 

The UK Network of the UN Global Compact coordinates 
activity for 300+ UK-based signatories. It facilitates 
learning, knowledge exchange, and networking and 
supports signatories seeking to operationalize the UN 
Global Compact’s ten principles in their operations in the 
UK and abroad.

Contact us
 
      www.globalcompact.org.uk
      @globalcompactUK
      GLOBAL COMPACT NETWORK UK

ABOUT THE UN 
GLOBAL COMPACT 
AND ITS UK NETWORK


