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INTRODUCTION

The debate on corporate
responsibility for human rights
captured broad public interest
worldwide in 1997. Local activ-
ists at the point of production,
supported by advocacy groups
in the United States, Canada,
the European Union (EU), and
Asia spurred a steady stream
of reports, counter-reports, ar-
ticles, and press releases.

The debate, while still cen-
tered in the apparel, footwear,
food, and drug industries, ex-
panded beyond these sectors to
touch the multinational oil

May, following reports of
worker abuse and child labor
in the textile industry in South
Asia, members of the European
Parliament adopted a resolu-
tion calling on the European
Commission to adopt EU leg-
islation to ensure that clothes,
shoes, and carpets imported
from developing countries
would be labeled to indicate
that worker rights had been
respected. A high-profile, tri-
partite attempt occurred in the
United States with the work of
the White House-convened Ap-
parel Industry Partnership.
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companies. Feeling the sting
of allegations of complicity in
rights violations and their ef-
fect on corporate image, a few
of the oil giants made general
commitments to human rights
without the programmatic
steps to implement them.

THe APPAREL INDUSTRY

Across the globe, corpora-
tions and their critics debated
monitoring. In May, the direc-
tor-general of the International
Labour Organisation floated a
proposal for a “global social la-
bel” to tag goods produced ac-
cording to core labor stan-
dards. He suggested that spe-
cific country labeling would be
a more effective check on la-
bor rights violations than vol-
untary codes of conduct. In
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The partnership, a group of US-
based apparel and footwear
manufacturers, labor unions,
and non-government
organisations, was launched by
President Clinton in 1996 to
formulate a global code of con-
duct to eradicate sweatshop
practices in the companies’
operations, both in the US and
abroad. After eight months, on
18 April, the partnership is-
sued an interim report. Its
“Workplace Code of Conduct”
consolidated and advanced the
best of the existing US volun-
tary company codes of conduct
on freedom of association and
expression.

The appeal of voluntary
codes of conduct and the de-
bate over their implementation
spread in 1997. The export



manufacturers association in
Guatemala, VESTEX, an-
nounced the promulgation of
its own voluntary code of con-
duct and the Guatemalan sub-
sidiary of the US accounting
firm, Ernst & Young, con-
ducted several audits of its
implementation. In contrast to
this auditing, during 1997, a
coalition of Guatemalan reli-
gious, human rights and labor
groups had formed a commit-
tee to monitor corporate codes
of conduct. Parallel efforts
were also underway in El Sal-
vador, where working condi-
tions and hiring practices of
multinational corporations and
their subcontractors had re-
ceived bad publicity.

Responding to the calls for
transparency in monitoring,
the world’s largest accounting
firms, such as Ernst & Young
and Coopers & Lybrand, pre-
sented themselves as indepen-
dent monitors able to perform
social audits. While Ernst &
Young did a commendable job
in documenting egregious
health and safety violations at
a Nike contractor in Vietnam,
the competence of accounting
firms to conduct sensitive hu-
man rights investigations,
combining testimonial evi-
dence with statistical analysis,
was doubtful.

While several US footwear
and apparel companies were
actively exploring the possibil-
ity of independent monitoring
as of November, the only func-
tioning—and quite effective—
locally-based independent
monitoring program in exist-
ence was the program imple-
mented at the Mandarin fac-
tory, a supplier to Gap Incor-
porated, in El Salvador.
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News from IRENE

The sharpest and most per-
sistent controversy over corpo-
rate responsibility of human
rights and independent moni-
toring of company codes of con-
duct swirled around the prac-
tices of Nike contractors in
Vietnam, China, and Indone-
sia. In the face of repeated al-
legations by international and
regional investigators of abu-
sive labor practices at subcon-
tractor facilities in those three
countries, Nike hired former
US Ambassador to the United
Nations, Andrew Young, and
his consultancy firm,
GoodWorks, to conduct an au-
dit of Nike facilities in all three
countries. The methodology
employed by Ambassador
Young was disturbingly flawed:
he spent very limited time at
each facility; interviewed work-
ers at random on company pre-
mises; and conducted the in-
terviews with the assistance of
company-supplied translators.
Ambassador Young’s report,
released in June, found that
Nike facilities were generally
respeéctful of human rights and
that there was “no evidence or
pattern of widespread or sys-
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tematic abuse or mistreatment
of workers” in the factories he
had visited.

Ambassador Young recom-
mended that the company
should more actively publicise
its code of conduct in supplier
factories, implement an inde-
pendent monitoring system,
and organise a committee of
“distinguished individuals” to
perform spot-checks at their
factories abroad.

In contrast to Ambassador
Young’s findings, the Hong
Kong-based Asia Monitor Re-
source Center and the Hong
Kong Christian Industrial
Committee released a report
drawn from their investigations
of Nike (and Reebok) contrac-
tors in south China. Highlight-
ing the different findings that
emerge from widely varying ori-
entations and methodologies,
this investigation documented
very different conditions than
those reported by Ambassador
Young.

That report concluded that
conditions in the Chinese fa-
cilities were in gross violation
of the Nike (and Reebok) codes
of conduct, the Apparel Indus-
try Partnership’s “Workplace
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Code of Conduct,” and Chinese
labor law.

Nike management severed
relations with four Indonesian
contractors on the grounds
that they did not meet the
company’s code of conduct re-
quirements.

In October, a coalition of
US-based women'’s groups, in-
cluding the National Organiza-
tion for Women, the Ms. Foun-
dation for Women, and the
Feminist Majority, launched a
campaign against Nike in or-
der to highlight the problems
female workers faced at Nike’s
Asian contractor facilities.

PHiLLIPS-VAN HEUSEN

Another example of the
critical importance of indepen-
dent monitoring, this one in-
volving Human Rights Watch,
was demonstrated in the con-
troversy at the Phillips-Van
Heusen (PVH) factories in Gua-
temala. Starting in September
1996, PVH was confronted by
allegations from union
organisers and international
labour rights activists that its
workers’ rights to free assccia-
tion, specifically their right to
engage in collective bargaining,
at PVH’s Camisas Modernas
factories, was being sup-
pressed.

THe O INDUSTRY

Increasingly, multinational
oil companies, expanding ex-
ploration and drilling opera-
tions to states ruled by govern-
ments that are serious human
rights violators, were criticised
for the human rights conse-
quences of partnering with
those governments. Operations
in such human rights trouble
spots as Colombia, Nigeria, and
Burma repeatedly received
press attention.
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In 1997, faced with an in-
crease in guerrilla attacks and
paramilitary activity, multina-
tional oil companies operating
in the Casanare and Arauca
regions of Colombia found
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 human rights impli-
cations of their security ar-
rangements with the Colom-
bian Defense Ministry.
Controversy over the com-
panies’ relations with Colom-
bian military and police was
particularly active in Britain.

NIGERIA

In the case of Shell, human
rights concerns were not lim-
ited to company operations in
Colombia. In March, following
two years of criticism for its
partnership with the Nigerian
government and the role the
company had played in events
leading to killings in
Ogoniland, Shell announced
that it would explicitly ac-
knowledge respect for human
rights and the environment in
its revamped internal code of
conduct. The announcement
was hailed as a breakthrough
in that Shell had acknowledged
that its operations had a sig-
nificant impact on human
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rights.

On 14 May, at the annual
general meeting of the Shell
Transport and Trading Com-
pany in London, management
soundly defeated a resolution
brought by a socially respon-
sible investment organisation,
Pensions and Investment Re-
search Consultancy (PIRC), to
conduct an independent audit
of its human rights and envi-
ronmental policies.

BurmA/THAILAND

The Burma operations of
California-based UNOCAL and
French-based TOTAL Explor-
ative en Produktie Maats
chippij B.V. (TOTAL) continued
to draw fierce criticism and
became the focus of an impor-
tant lawsuit in a US federal
court. The suit was brought
on behalf of a number of uni-
dentified citizens of Burma and
a California resident.

On 25 March, Judge Rich-
ard Paez declined to dismiss
the lawsuit against UNOCAL
and TOTAL and ruled that they
could be sued in a US federal
court, under the Alien Tort
Claims Act, for abuses commit-
ted by the State Law and Or-
der Restoration Council.

NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANIZATIONS'
INITIATIVES

Advocacy and grassroots
campaigning spread to more
countries in 1997, and it was
clear that pressure mounted by
grassroots organizations, the
press, and the public at large
was playing an important role
in holding corporations ac-
countable for complicity in gov-
ernmental human rights and
labor rights violations.

Source: Human Rights Watch



