
UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights:

What does company respect for human rights entail 
and why does it matter?

Ms. Lene Wendland
UN Human Rights
1 September 2021



What are human rights?

 The simple idea behind human 
rights is that everyone should 
be treated with dignity. 

 Human rights are rights that are 
inherent to all people, without 
discrimination. 

 Human rights are enshrined in 
international treaties and 
customary law binding on 
States.



“Where, after all, do universal human rights 
begin? In small places, close to home…they 
are in the world of the individual person; the 
neighbourhood he lives in; the school or 
college he attends; the factory, farm, or 
office where he works. Such are the places 
where every man, woman, and child seeks 
equal justice, equal opportunity, equal 
dignity without discrimination. Unless the 
rights have meaning there, they have little 
meaning anywhere.”

Eleanor Roosevelt



The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
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Prof. John Ruggie
Special Representative 
of the UN Secretary-
General (SRSG)

 Global normative framework with 
a strong political foundation

 Evidence-based: voluminous
research, 47 multi-stakeholder
consultations

 2011: UN Human Rights Council 
unanimously endorsed the Guiding
Principles

 Structured on three pillars –
Protect, Respect and Remedy



The Guiding Principles – Three Pillars
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Protect

The State duty to 
protect against 

human rights abuses 
by businesses: 

policies, regulation, 
adjudication

Respect 

The corporate 
responsibility to 
respect human 

rights : act with due 
diligence to avoid 
infringements and 
address adverse 

impacts on human 
rights 

Remedy

Access to effective 
remedy for victims 

through judicial and 
non-judicial 
grievance 

mechanisms 



Why should companies respect human rights?

 It is the right thing to do
 Understanding and managing impacts on people and communities

and not infringing on basic human dignity

 Human rights risks can lead to risks to the business
 Operational, legal and financial risk

 Respecting rights is a near-universal expectation
 From companies’ stakeholders, reflected in soft-law instruments

 Beyond «doing no harm»
 maximising positive contribution to society < respect human rights

The cost of not getting it right
• A study found that a single extractive company may have lost more than $6.5 

billion over a two year period from community-related project delays.
• In 2011, the Indian Infrastructure Development Bank found that 70% of delayed 

infrastructure projects were delayed due to community conflicts.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A human rights focus essentially means understanding and managing impacts upon individuals and communities and not infringing on basic human dignity.Many human rights are already reflected in almost all companies’ human resources and safety policies. Three decades ago  the push was over environmental impactsNow social impacts are the focus for improvement Most extractive companies will have seen the trend for a decade or more alreadyThe major global employers’ organizations stated in 2006 that “all companies have the same responsibilities in weak governance zones as they do elsewhere…to obey the law even if it is not enforced and to respect the principles of relevant international conventions when national law is absent”Many companies  – generally smaller – in the extractive sector boast of their appetite for risk and seek to generate higher returns to justify it. But often amongst the most poorly prepared for managing this sort of risk. 2010 SRSG report cited social and human rights risks are costing increasingly large amounts to extractive companies from lost or delayed projects (the report suggests losses in the region of $6.5 billion in the oil sector over a two year period from such problems).  �The corporate responsibility to respect exists independently of States’ human rights duties. It is not an international legal concept, but rather the baseline social standard for expected behaviour by companies. While domestic systems may impose legal duties on companies, the responsibility to respect human rights applies regardless of whether a state in which the company operates has ratified the relevant human rights instruments. The concept is linked to the notion of the social licence to operate, through which all stakeholders have a say in whether the company lives up to its social expectations.



Key trends on Business and Human Rights

 Regulatory landscape evolving
 The “Smart Mix of Measures”
 National/regional/international level contemplation of 

legislation mandating elements of due diligence – trend likely to 
continue

 Transparency expected
 Stakeholders increasingly expect concrete information about 

how companies address risks
 Civil society organizations benchmark company disclosure

 Connecting human rights to climate change
 BHR agenda increasingly seen in connection with global 

discourse on climate change and the development discourse

 Impact of tech
 Enables new collaborations on human rights, but increasing 

attention also to privacy concerns.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Key trends in the BHR landscape today:Governments increasingly expect companies to actively manage human rights impacts – introducing legislation that mandates at least elements of due diligence (even if most do not require “full” human rights due diligence in line with the UNGPs often mandating reporting and transparency to drive behavior – initiatives aim to increase transparency and drive behavior through reporting (e.g. France, the UK, EU, US, Australia and Hong Kong)



Business and Human Rights at the Office of the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights 

o Develop guidance and training for 
the dissemination and 
implementation of the UNGPs 
for governments, business 
enterprises and civil society;

o Ensure the integration of the BHR 
agenda, particularly the UNGPs, 
into all relevant aspects of the UN;

o Develop and promote specific and 
coherent guidance, advocacy, 
capacity-building and engagement 
with relevant stakeholders.



Working Group on business & human rights 

Mandate: 
 Promote dissemination and implementation of the UNGPs
 Identify, exchange and promote good practices and lessons learned on the 

implementation of the UNGPs
 Seek and receive information from all stakeholders
 Provide support for efforts to promote capacity-building and advice and 

recommendations on domestic legislation and policies
 Conduct country visits
 Report annually to the HRC and the GA
 Develop a regular dialogue and discuss possible areas of cooperation with Governments 

and all relevant actors
 Guide and chair the annual UN Forum

Surya Deva 
(India)

Elżbieta Karska
(Poland)

Dante Pesce
(Chile)

Anita Ramasastry 
(USA)

Githu Muigai
(Kenya)



Collaboration with other UN entities and 
international organisations

 UN Global Compact –
 High-Level
 Country level – Global Compact Local Networks
 Global Compact Expert Network
 ILO
 Global Policy level
 Country level, especially in Latin America
 OECD



Project by the UN Working Group 
on Business and Human Rights

“Stocktaking” report and addendum on 
institutional investors issued on 16 June @UNGPs 
10th anniversary
Roadmap for global implementation over the 
next 10 years (launch later in 2021)

Informed by global multi-stakeholder 
consultation process & collaboration with 
partners

#UNGPs10plus #nextdecadeBHR #bizhumanrights
www.ohchr.org/UNGPsBizHRsnext10 
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Thank you!

Contact: Lene.Wendland@un.org 
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