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GLOBAL COMPACT SUMMIT GETS UNDERWAY

 

By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 5 July 2007


A two-day (5-6 July) Global Compact Leaders Summit on corporate citizenship got underway here Thursday with host UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon announcing that the UN has successfully created an international movement of companies dedicated to advancing responsible business practices, but that more work needs to be done.

 

In what has been billed as the largest event that the United Nations has ever convened on the topic of corporate citizenship, the Global Compact Leaders Summit has brought together some 1,000 chief executive officers, government ministers, and heads of civil society and labour organizations.

 

However, the day before the summit commenced, several leading non-governmental organizations including the Swiss-based Berne Declaration, ActionAid International, Greenpeace and Amnesty International criticized the "blue washing" by the UN initiative for social and ecological corporate citizenship.

 

The NGOs appealed to Secretary-General Ban to fundamentally reconsider the agreement with big business that was initiated by his predecessor Kofi Annan in 1999.

 

Speaking at the opening of the summit Thursday, Ban said that more than 4,000 companies and stakeholders in 116 countries have committed to the Global Compact's ten principles related to human rights, working conditions, the environment and anti-corruption.

 

"In the beginning, some voiced skepticism about the UN working together with business. Today, I think we can say that the Global Compact has lived up to its promise - bringing business together with other stakeholders, and infusing markets and economies with universal values."

 

The Secretary-General said that groundbreaking reports released at the Summit show that more than 90% of companies have expanded the integration of the Global Compact's principles during the past five years, and that corporate citizenship leaders generate superior stock-market returns.

 

Ban said that while the Global Compact has achieved significant progress, the business community is still too often linked to serious problems, including exploitative practices, corruption and income equality.

 

"Power cannot be separated from responsibility. For markets to expand in a sustainable way, we must provide those currently excluded with better and more opportunities to improve their livelihoods," said Ban.

 

A range of new initiatives and projects are expected to be announced at the summit, including a Business Leadership Platform on climate change, a set of Principles for Responsible Management Education and a CEO Water Mandate.

 

The first comprehensive Annual Review of the Global Compact was also presented at the summit, as well as a research report by Goldman Sachs. According to Georg Kell, Executive Director of the Global Compact, while companies are accelerating implementation efforts, there are notable "performance gaps".

 

At a media briefing Thursday, Secretary-General Ban said that through the Global Compact, business has the opportunity to help ensure that globalization delivers benefits to the widest number of people, including the poor.

 

Ban was joined at the briefing by the Chairman of Coca-Cola, the Chief Executive Officer of Brazilian oil giant Petrobras, the Global Compact Executive Director and the Chairman of Transparency International.

 

Asked whether voluntary statements by business on climate are going to be developed into binding commitments on them, Ban said that participation and cooperation by the business community on climate change issues is crucially important as the business community are the real stakeholders in terms of mobilizing resources and innovating technologies.

 

Asked as to whether there are any criteria for companies to leave the Global Compact, he said that while the Global Compact is based on voluntary commitments, there is a sense of accountability and transparency.

 

What is being done to ensure this accountability is that companies are required to post their performance (with regards to their Global Compact commitments) on their website. Those that have failed in the course of two years to disclose their performance will be de-listed, he said.

 

Ban stressed that both transparency and accountability will be strengthened.

 

Meanwhile, on the eve of the Global Compact Leaders Summit on Wednesday, Oliver Classen of the Berne Declaration said that his organization had denounced the accord from the very beginning as a fig leaf for its corporate signatories rather than as a sincere commitment.

 

"This systematic 'blue washing' harms both the image of the UN and the urgently needed development of effective international standards for Corporate Social Responsibility," the Berne Declaration said.

 

Daniel Mittler of Greenpeace International said: "Instead of organizing expensive summit meetings, the UN must ultimately set internationally-binding CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) standards for corporate behaviour and see to their adherence. The world does not need more declarations of intent from corporations, but real actions that can be measured and monitored."

 

Arguing that the Global Compact is failing to stop corporate human rights violations, Aftab Alam Khan of ActionAid International said that "the UN's Global Compact is flawed because it is entirely voluntary. What's needed are legally binding regulations to control corporate activities with respect to human rights."

 

Audrey Gaughran of Amnesty International said that "while the Global Compact plays an important role in promoting corporate learning in human rights, without a robust accountability mechanism, the potential to improve the human rights of business will be limited. But voluntary initiatives are only one part of the larger puzzle."

 

Reacting to the studies by Goldman Sachs and McKinsey and Company presented at the Summit Thursday that analysed how business leaders see corporate social responsibility, Alex Wijeratna of ActionAid International said that "multinational corporations are using the UN Global Compact to compete effectively' in a cosy relationship where corporate social responsibility is really about generating higher stock prices'."

 

(The research report presented by Goldman Sachs said that among six sectors covered - energy, mining, steel, food, beverages and media - companies that are considered leaders in implementing environmental, social and governance policies have outperformed the general stock market by 25% since August 2005.)

 

"What does this emphasis on profits mean for the rights of hungry people in a week when the UN has promoted public-private partnership as the solution to achieve development goals?" said Wijeratna.

 

"Companies are using the Global Compact as a smokescreen for pure profit drives," he said, "without the checks and balances required to ensure rights are protected." 
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