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Business and human rights

Beyond the “genocide Olympics”

KEW YORK

Asthe row over corporate sponsorship of the Beijing Olympics shows, firms are
increasingly expected to take a lead in promoting human rights

Y THE standards of any previous boss

of Coca-Cola, Neville Isdell is remark-
ably enlightened. Under his leadership,
the soft-drinks giant has adopted a strat-
egy of extending access to water supplies
in the developing world, especialy in Af-
rica, where Mr Isdell spent 26 years. Itisan
active member of several organisations
committed to promoting human rights, in-
cluding the United Nations Global Com-
pact and the BusinessL eaders|nitiativeon
Human Rights. Even so, Mr Isdel! now
finds himself accused by human-rights ac-
tivists of "complicity" with one of the
world's most prominent - human-rights
abusers—the government of China.

No doubt sponsoring this summer's
Beijing Olympics once seemed like agood
ideato Coca-Colaand agaggle of other big
companies such as General Electric, John-
son & Johnson, Kodak, McDonald's and
Samsung. The marketing benefits of the
Olympics are believedto be huge, whichis
why Coca-Cola has been doing it continu-
oudly for Soyears, asMr Isdell pointed out
in arecent articleinthe Financial Times.

Yet by branding the Beijing games the
"genocide Olympics®, after the Chinese
government turned a blind eye to the Su-
danese government's atrocitiesin Darfur,
human-rights activists are threatening to
lay waste to the $1 hillion or so that spon-

sors have paid-and turn what they hoped
would be an association with a joyous
celebrationof sportintoatricky exercisein
reputational damagelimitation. Firmsthat
criticise Chinapublicly over human rights
risk antagonising not just its government,
butalsoitspeople—abillion-oddpotential
customers. Recent protests in China
against Carrefour, a French retailer, in re-
sponse to pro-Tibet demonstrations in
France, highlight the dangers, and may ex-
plain why Mr Isdell's article focused on
Coca-Cola'sworkin Darfur, and said noth-
ing about the recent bloodshedin Tibet.
To be fair, Coca-Cola is doing some
good things in Darfur, from providing im-
mediate relief on the ground to meeting
other "stakeholders" to try to figure out so-
lutions to the crisis. But is this enough to
buy Coca-Colatherightto remain silentin
public about China? As Mr Isdell puts it,
"rather than make public statements, we
have chosen a more direct and, in our
view, more effective route to help address
the staggering human suffering in Darfur."
Not good enough, retorts Human Rights
Watch (HRW), alongwith other campaign-
ing NGOS. According to Arvind Ganesan,
director of HRW'S business and human
rights programme, the Olympic sponsors
"dlenceonabusesintherun-uptotheBei-
jing games makes their claims to support
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human rights especialy disingenuous."

It istempting to dismissthis as yet an-
other example of the old divide between
political activists who favour protest and
business realists who favour "constructive
engagement”, which has cropped up doz-
ens of times—not least during the debate
over sanctions against apartheid South Af-
rica. Business|leaders still like to point out
that Nelson Mandela later thanked some
of the multinational firmsthat defied sanc-
tionsand stayedin South Africato dowhat
they could to heip bring about change. Pe-
ter Mandelson, the European Union's
trade commissioner, argues that antago-
nising the Chinese government over the
Olympics would drive the final nail into
the coffin of theDohatradenegotiations.

Yet in many ways the battle over the
Olympics paints afal se picture of the cur-
rent relationship between business and
human-rights activists. What is striking to-
day is how often activists, big firms and
governments are now in agreement about
the importance of human rights, and are
working together to advance them.

This new consensus is reflected by the
lack of serious opposition to anew report
by John Ruggie, the UN Special Represen-
tative on Human Rights, which proposes a
new framework that states clearly that
firms have a responsibility actively to re-
spect human rights. If this is adopted by
the Human Rights Council in June, as
seemslikely, itwill bethefirsttimethat the
UN human-rights machinery has taken a
substantive position on companies
responsibilities. Among other things, Mr

says his report makes it clear that
firms shouldinclude humanrightsintheir
due diligence, and that rich-country agen-
ciesthat providefinancetofirmsoperating
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» Or exporting overseas, especialy in con-
flict zones, should be required to take hu-
manrightsinto account.

Mr Ruggie hopesthat the result will be
greater clarity over the duties of firmsand
governments, and a better balance be-
tween protecting thelegitimateinterestsof
investors with the needs of host states to
discharge their human-rights obligations.
In recent years many deals have been
struck between multinationals and gov-
ernmentsthat agree to indemnify the com-
pany against the cost of any legal changes
in the country—including those that im-
prove human rights. Such contracts have
been enforced by independent arbitrators,
and can be a disincentive to governments
to improve human rights. One European
miningfirmis seeking compensation from
South Africa'sgovernment becauseitisre-
quired to hire a certain number of black
workers under the country's "black econ-
omic empowerment" law.

The adoption of aUN standardislikely
to trigger a new spurt of activity in defin-
ing best practice, much of it involving
collaboration between businesses and
NGOS. Thiswill build on much good work
in recent years, which began after Royal
Dutch Shell, an ail giant, was embroiled in
the scandal surrounding the death of Ken
Saro-Wiwa, aNigerian activist and writer,
in 1995. Among other things, a campaign
by Global Witness, an NGO, resultedinthe
Kimberley Process, which attemptstokeep
"conflict diamonds" off the market; an-
other collaboration led to a code of prac-
ticerequiring firmsto oversee the human-
rights compliance of thoseresponsiblefor
ensuring their security in dangerous
places, including government sol diers.

The Global Compact, which obligessig-
natories to uphold certain basic standards,
has also been extremely popular. Over
3,000 companies have signed up, includ-
ing several in China, where a summit was
held in 2005. Though weakly policed, the
compact has some teeth: 335 firms were
struck off itslist of signatoriesin 2006.

Chinese firms are dowly becoming
more sensitive to human rights, says Sir
Mark Moody-Stuart, chairman of Anglo
American, a mining giant, and a veteran
advocate of businesses promoting human
rights. Rather than criticism, saysSrMark,
Chinese bosses respond far better to pa-
tient explanations that older multination-
asbecame supporters of human rights be-
cause they learnt to their cost that when
those rights are ignored, bad things hap-
pen. "l tell them that there is now awhole
culture of multi-stakeholder designed ini-
tiatives that are helpful, and can stop you
getting into troubleinfiveyears time" he
says. Despite the Chinese government's
many failings, its promotion of the "har-
monious society" is taken serioudy by
Chinese bosses, says Sir Mark. Invoke this
term, he says, and they get the message. Fonte: The Economist, n. 8577, p. 81-82, 26 Apr. 2008.
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