
INTRODUCTION 
The debate on corporate 

responsibi l i ty for h u m a n rights 
captured broad publ ic interest 
worldwide in 1997. Lxjcal activ
ists at the point of product ion, 
supported by advocacy groups 
i n the Uni ted States, Canada , 
the European Un i on (EU), and 
As i a spurred a steady stream 
of reports, counter-reports, ar
ticles, and press releases. 

The debate, whi le st i l l cen
tered i n the apparel , footwear, 
food, and d rug industr ies , ex
panded beyond these sectors to 
t o u c h the m u l t i n a t i o n a l o i l 

M a y , f o l l o w i n g r e p o r t s of 
worker abuse and chi ld labor 
in the textile industry in South 
Asia , members of the European 
Par l iament adopted a resolu
t ion ca l l ing on the European 
Commiss i on to adopt E U leg
is lat ion to ensure that clothes, 
shoes, and carpets imported 
f r om d e v e l o p i n g c o u n t r i e s 
wou ld be labeled to indicate 
that worker r ights had been 
respected. A high-profile, t r i 
partite attempt occurred in the 
Uni ted States wi th the work of 
the White House-convened Ap
pare l Indus t r y P a r t n e r s h i p . 
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companies . Feel ing the st ing 
of al legations of complic i ty in 
rights violat ions and their ef
fect on corporate image, a few 
of the oi l giants made general 
commitments to h u m a n rights 
w i t h o u t the p r o g r a m m a t i c 
steps to implement them. 

THE APPAREL INDUSTRY 
Across the globe, corpora

t ions and their cr i t ics debated 
moni tor ing . In May, the direc
tor-general of the International 
Labour Organisat ion floated a 
proposal for a "global social l a 
bel " to tag goods produced ac
c o r d i n g to core l abor s t a n 
dards. He suggested that spe
cific country label ing would be 
a more effective check on la 
bor r ights violat ions than vol
untary codes of conduct . In 

The partnership, a group of US-
based appare l and footwear 
manufacturers , labor unions, 
a n d n o n - g o v e r n m e n t 
organisations, was launched by 
President C l in ton in 1996 to 
formulate a global code of con
duct to eradicate sweatshop 
p rac t i c es i n the c o m p a n i e s ' 
operations, both in the US and 
abroad. After eight months, on 
18 A p r i l , the par tnersh ip is
sued a n i n t e r i m report . Its 
"Workplace Code of Conduct " 
consolidated and advanced the 
best of the exist ing US vo lun-
tar\ company codes of conduct 
on freedom of associat ion and 
expression. 

The appea l of v o l u n t a r y 
codes of conduct and the de
bate over their implementat ion 
spread in 1997. The export 
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manufac turers assoc iat ion i n 
G u a t e m a l a , V E S T E X , a n 
nounced the promulgat ion of 
its own vo luntary code of con
duct and the Gua tema lan sub
s id iary of the U S account ing 
f i r m , E r n s t & Y o u n g , c o n 
d u c t e d severa l a u d i t s of i ts 
implementat ion. In contrast to 
this aud i t ing , d u r i n g 1997, a 
coal i t ion of G u a t e m a l a n re l i 
gious, h u m a n r ights and labor 
groups had formed a commit
tee to moni tor corporate codes 
of c o n d u c t . Pa ra l l e l efforts 
were also underway i n E l Sa l 
vador, where wo rk ing cond i 
t ions a n d h i r i n g pract ices of 
mul t inat iona l corporations and 
the ir subcon t rac to r s had re
ceived bad publ ic i ty . 

Respond ing to the cal ls for 
t r a n s p a r e n c y i n mon i t o r i n g , 
the world 's largest account ing 
f i rms, s u c h as E r n s t & Young 
and Coopers & Lybrand , pre
sented themselves as indepen
dent moni tors able to perform 
social aud i ts . Whi le E r n s t & 
Young did a commendable job 
i n d o c u m e n t i n g e g r e g i o u s 
hea l th and safety v io lat ions at 
a Nike contractor i n V i e tnam, 
the competence of account ing 
f irms to conduct sensit ive h u 
m a n r i g h t s i n v e s t i g a t i o n s , 
c o m b i n i n g t e s t i m o n i a l ev i 
dence w i th stat ist ical analys is , 
was doubt fu l . 

Whi le several U S footwear 
a n d appare l compan ies were 
actively explor ing the poss ib i l 
ity of independent moni tor ing 
as of November, the only func
t i on ing—and quite effective— 
l o c a l l y - b a s e d i n d e p e n d e n t 
mon i to r ing program in exist
ence was the program imple
mented at the M a n d a r i n fac
tory, a suppl ier to Gap Incor
porated, i n E l Salvador. 

NIKE 
The sharpest and most per

sistent controversy over corpo
rate respons ib i l i ty of h u m a n 
rights and independent mon i 
toring of company codes of con
duct swirled a round the prac
t ices of N ike c o n t r a c t o r s i n 
V ie tnam, C h i n a , and Indone
sia. In the face of repeated a l 
legations by internat iona l and 
regional investigators of abu 
sive labor practices at subcon
tractor facilities i n those three 
count r i es , Nike h i red former 
US Ambassador to the United 
Nat ions, Andrew Young , and 
h i s c o n s u l t a n c y f i r m , 
GoodWorks, to conduct an a u 
dit of Nike facilities i n al l three 
countr i es . The methodology 
e m p l o y e d by A m b a s s a d o r 
Young was disturbingly flawed: 
he spent very l imited time at 
each facility; interviewed work
ers at random on company pre
mises; and conducted the i n 
terviews wi th the assistance of 
company-suppl ied translators. 
A m b a s s a d o r Young ' s report , 
released i n J u n e , found that 
Nike facilijties were generally 
respectful of h u m a n rights and 
that there was "no evidence or 
pattern of widespread or sys-
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tematic abuse or mistreatment 
of workers" i n the factories he 
had visited. 

Ambassador Young recom
m e n d e d tha t the c o m p a n y 
shou ld more actively publicise 
its code of conduct in supplier 
factories, implement an inde
pendent mon i t o r i n g system, 
and organise a committee of 
"d is t inguished ind iv idua ls " to 
perform spot-checks at their 
factories abroad. 

In contrast to Ambassador 
Young ' s f i nd ings , the Hong 
Kong-based As ia Monitor Re
source Center and the Hong 
K o n g C h r i s t i a n I n d u s t r i a l 
Commit tee released a report 
drawn from their investigations 
of Nike (and Reebok) contrac
tors in south Ch ina . Highlight
ing the different f indings that 
emerge from widely varying ori
entat ions and methodologies, 
th is investigation documented 
very different condit ions than 
those reported by Ambassador 
Young. 

That report concluded that 
condi t ions in the Chinese fa
ci l i t ies were in gross violation 
of the Nike (and Reebok) codes 
of conduct , the Appare l Indus
try Par tnersh ip ' s "Workplace 
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Code of Conduct , " and Chinese 
labor law. 

Nike management severed 
relat ions w i th four Indones ian 
c o n t r a c t o r s o n the g r o u n d s 
tha t they d i d no t meet the 
company 's code of conduct re
quirements . 

In October, a coa l i t i on of 
US-based women's groups, i n 
c lud ing the Nat iona l Organiza
t ion for Women , the Ms . F o u n 
d a t i o n for W o m e n , a n d the 
Femin is t Majority, l aunched a 
campa ign against Nike i n or
der to highl ight the problems 
female workers faced at Nike's 
As i an contractor facil it ies. 

PHILLIPS-VAN HEUSEN 
A n o t h e r e x a m p l e of the 

cr i t i ca l importance of indepen
dent moni tor ing , th is one i n 
volving H u m a n Rights Watch , 
was demonstrated i n the con
t roversy at the P h i l l i p s - V a n 
Heusen (PVH) factories i n G u a 
temala. S tar t ing in September 
1996, P V H was confronted by 
a l l e g a t i o n s f r o m u n i o n 
organ isers a n d i n t e rna t i ona l 
labour r ights act iv ists that its 
workers ' r ights to free assoc ia
t ion, specif ically their r ight to 
engage in collective bargaining, 
at PVH ' s C a m i s a s M o d e r n a s 
f a c t o r i e s , w a s b e i n g s u p 
pressed. 

THE OIL INDUSTRY 
Increasingly, mul t ina t iona l 

oi l companies , expand ing ex
p lora t ion a n d d r i l l i n g opera
tions to states ru led by govern
ments that are ser ious h u m a n 
rights violators, were cr i t ic ised 
for the h u m a n r ights conse
q u e n c e s of p a r t n e r i n g w i t h 
those governments. Operations 
i n s u c h h u m a n r ights trouble 
spots as Colombia, Nigeria, and 
B u r m a r e p e a t e d l y r e c e i v ed 
press attent ion. 

COLOMBIA 
In 1997, faced w i th an i n 

crease i n guerr i l la at tacks and 
parami l i tary activity, mu l t i na 
t ional oi l companies operating 
in the Casanare and A r a u c a 
r e g i ons of C o l o m b i a f o u n d 
themselves deep in controversy 

PRESSURE MOUNTED BY 

GRASSROOTS ORGANIZATIONS, 

THE PRESS, AND THE PUBLIC 

AT LARGE WAS PLAYING AN 

IMPORTANT ROLE IN HOLDING 

CORPORATIONS ACCOUNTABLE 

FOR COMPLICITY IN 

GOVERNMENTAL HUMAN RIGHTS 

AND LABOR RIGHTS 

VIOLATIONS. 

over the h u m a n rights imp l i 
ca t i ons of the i r secur i t y ar 
rangements w i th the Co lom
b ian Defense Minis t ry . 

Controversy over the com
panies ' relat ions wi th Co lom
b ian mi l i tary and police was 
part icu lar ly active i n Br i t a in . 

NIGERIA 
In the case of Shel l , h u m a n 

r ights concerns were not l im
ited to company operations in 
Co lombia . In M a r c h , following 
two years of c r i t i c i sm for its 
par tnersh ip wi th the Nigerian 
government and the role the 
company had played in events 
l e a d i n g to k i l l i n g s i n 
Ogon i l and , She l l a n n o u n c e d 
t h a t i t w o u l d e xp l i c i t l y ac
knowledge respect for h u m a n 
r ights and the environment in 
its revamped interna l code of 
conduct . The announcement 
was hai led as a breakthrough 
in that Shel l had acknowledged 
that its operations had a sig
n i f i c a n t i m p a c t on h u m a n 

rights. 
On 14 May, at the annua l 

general meet ing of the She l l 
Transport and Trad ing Com
pany in London, management 
soundly defeated a resolut ion 
brought by a socially respon
sible investment organisat ion. 
Pensions and Investment Re
search Consul tancy (PIRC), to 
conduct an independent audit 
of its h u m a n rights and envi
ronmenta l policies. 

BURMA/THAILAND 
The B u r m a operations of 

Cal i fornia-based U N O C A L and 
French-based TOTAL Explor
a t i v e en P r o d u k t i e M a a t s 
chippij B.V. (TOTAL) continued 
to draw fierce c r i t i c i sm and 
became the focus of an impor
tant lawsui t i n a U S federal 
court . The suit was brought 
on behalf of a number of un i 
dentified citizens of B u r m a and 
a Cal i fornia resident. 

On 25 March , Judge R ich
ard Paez decl ined to d ismiss 
the lawsui t against U N O C A L 
and TOTAL and ruled that they 
could be sued in a US federal 
c ou r t , u n d e r the A l i en Tort 
C la ims Act, for abuses commit
ted by the State Law and Or
der Restoration Counc i l . 

NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANIZATIONS' 
INITIATIVES 

Advocacy and grassroots 
campa ign ing spread to more 
countr ies in 1997, and it was 
clear that pressure mounted by 
grassroots organizat ions, the 
press, and the publ ic at large 
was playing an important role 
in h o l d i n g c o r p o r a t i o n s ac
countable for complicity in gov
ernmenta l h u m a n rights and 
labor r ights violations. 

Source : Human Rights Watch 

34 Women in Action No. 1, 1998 


