




On international human rights day,  
10th December 2020, IHRB’s annual Top 10 
Business and Human Rights Issues reflects a 
tumultuous year of pandemic-driven impacts 
on nearly every facet of life – from health to the 
economy, from the workplace to global trade. 

IHRB’s forecast for critical business and human rights issues that 
need urgent attention in 2021 is as stark as it has ever been.

Our 2021 Top 10 list reflects on the ongoing and unprecedented 
implications of COVID-19 across five key areas: redesigning 
supply chains, preventing the misuse of COVID-related 
technology, the crisis of crew change at sea, mass-scale theft 
of migrant workers’ wages, and uncertainties over the future of 
the modern workplace.

It also highlights five critical issues beyond the immediate 
effects of COVID-19 where the business and human rights 
agenda will demand attention in 2021. They collectively 
represent deep-seated challenges: the resurgence of state-
imposed forced labour, growing climate-driven migration, 
race-based discrimination at all levels, increasing divides over 
business standards in key governance areas, and the need for 
financing just transitions toward a net-zero world.

As always, we welcome your comments, feedback, 
collaboration, and ideas.



RESILIENCE FOR ALL
Redesigning Supply Chains 
for a Pandemic-Altered World
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With 20/20 hindsight, the 
vulnerabilities of supply chains 
to a global pandemic were clear 
to see – situated far from reach, 
concentrated in certain locations, 
and with limited visibility into 
operations even for major buyers. 

From fashion and retail to transportation, tourism, 
electronics, hospitality, and entertainment – buyers 
and suppliers were unprepared for the catastrophic 
disruption of shuttered businesses, locked down 
economies, and global trade on pause due to 
COVID-19. 

These economic impacts also involved significant 
human cost. The estimated 450 million people 
working in supply chains are often in extremely 
precarious situations. They typically experience 
poverty-level wages, unsanitary and unsafe working 
conditions, little to no social protections, and often 
hold other characteristics – such as being women, 
primary caregivers, or migrant workers – that make 
them even more vulnerable. 

As buyers were cancelling and postponing orders 
in 2020, or demanding price reductions and 
rebates from suppliers, it was workers who were 
often bearing the brunt. Countless reports arose 
of jobs lost en masse, non-existent state-supported 
severance and furlough schemes, stranded migrant 
workers, unpaid overdue wages, and COVID-19 
being used as a guise to hamper union activity. 

Prior to the pandemic, many businesses were already 
beginning to reconfigure their approach to sourcing 
– diversifying suppliers, onshoring or reshoring 
manufacturing and production, and digitising 
to make supply chains more visible – in part as a 
response to growing trade conflicts, in particular 
between the US and China. So 2021 will most 

certainly see supply chain transformation, but 
now rapidly accelerated by the events of 2020. 

“Resilience” will be the name of the supply 
chain game, focused on managing market 
change through simplified and more responsive 
distribution networks, cash flow cultures, end-
to-end visibility, and what-if forecasting. But 
“resilience” must ultimately mean more than 
protected bottom lines. Workers’ safety, security, 
and stability must be at the heart of these 
transformed, more resilient supply chains.

The lesson of 2020 is that if supply chains are 
at risk then supply chain workers are at risk. The 
opportunity of 2021 is to place worker dignity at 
the centre of supply chain transformation plans. 
This includes  a social contract that reflects the 
modern world of work, complete with a labour 
protection floor for all workers safeguarding 
their fundamental rights, adequate minimum 
wage, maximum working hours, and health and 
safety guarantees. It is no small order, but the 
opportunity for truly transformational change has 
come with this once-in-a-generation pandemic. 

“
The lesson of 2020 is that if 

supply chains are at risk then 
supply chain workers are at 
risk. The opportunity of 2021 
is to place worker dignity at 
the centre of supply chain 

transformation plans.

”

RESILIENCE FOR ALL
Redesigning Supply Chains for a Pandemic-Altered World

https://hbr.org/2020/03/coronavirus-is-proving-that-we-need-more-resilient-supply-chains
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@ipec/documents/publication/wcms_648801.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/global-wage-report/2020/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_670171/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_670171/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_744708/lang--en/index.htm
http://images.go.economist.com/Web/EconomistConferences/%25257Bfb80a328-827a-4cea-845e-c5c41d01a4ba%25257D_Huawei_SummaryPaper_(1).pdf
https://logisym.org/reimagine-supply-chain-of-the-future-agile-resilient-and-balanced-logisym-july-2020/
http://sharanburrow.medium.com/a-new-social-contract-can-rebuild-our-workplaces-and-economies-after-covid-19-82b52e510ec3


TRACKING & TRACING
Preventing Misuse of  
COVID-Related Tech
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Preventing and reducing the 
spread of the COVID-19 virus is 
a public health priority. Over a 
million people have died, and 
although early reports suggest 
vaccines will be available by 
early-2021, it will take time before 
we learn about their long-term 
effectiveness. 

Targeted lockdowns significantly reduced exposure 
and death rates. Human rights law permits states 
to impose restrictions at the time of a public 
emergency. Social distancing, isolating those 
exposed to the virus, and testing, tracing, tracking 
and treating the sick all continue to be legitimate 
priorities. However, protecting health can clash 
with the right to privacy and the right to political 
participation, and also raises the risk of other civil 
liberties – such as freedom of expression, security 
of person, and freedom from restrictions – being 
curtailed. Certain human rights are derogable, but 
certain core rights are not. 

Human rights risks have grown as governments 
deployed crime prevention methods and technologies 
to tackle the spread, in some cases treating patients 
as potential criminals. The regulatory framework is 
inadequate. COVID-19 responses in many instances 
suffer from lack of transparency, and there are 
questions over accountability and surveillance. 
Adding further complexity, tests for the virus are 
not always accurate. Some policies go too far in 
monitoring people, alongside concerns about 
responsible business conduct.

Employee monitoring, including movement and 
proximity tracking is a mounting concern. Tools 
such as QR codes, electronic anklets, and bracelets, 
technologies like facial recognition, geo-fencing, 
and drones have been deployed, ostensibly to 

prevent spread, but may themselves lead to 
further risks to rights protections.  

Companies that use or deploy such technologies 
are central actors in this context, as the 
effectiveness of these tools rests on the assumption 
that everyone has a smart phone and access to 
high-speed networks. The technology is not fail-
safe; it is approximate (identifying location, but 
not elevation), and people can game the system 
(for example, by carrying multiple phones). App 
developers access and retain far more data than 
is strictly necessary. This is infrastructure for 
surveillance, not health-care. 

In the year ahead, companies developing these 
and other technologies to combat COVID-19 
will have to demonstrate that their products 
are necessary, proportionate, applied in a non-
discriminatory manner, and legal. Responsible 
tech companies will need to work with privacy 
experts and human rights lawyers to ensure that 
in trying to build a healthy society they do not 
end up constructing a surveillance state. 

 

“
Responsible tech companies 

will need to work with privacy 
experts and human rights 

lawyers to ensure that in trying 
to build a healthy society they 
do not end up constructing a 

surveillance state. 

”

TRACKING & TRACING
Preventing Misuse of COVID-Related Tech

https://www.who.int/news/item/19-11-2020-joint-statement-on-data-protection-and-privacy-in-the-covid-19-response
https://www.openglobalrights.org/coronavirus-and-the-right-to-online-political-participation/
https://www.openglobalrights.org/coronavirus-and-the-right-to-online-political-participation/
https://www.loc.gov/law/help/covid-19-freedom-of-expression/index.php
https://www.un.org/victimsofterrorism/sites/www.un.org.victimsofterrorism/files/un_-_human_rights_and_covid_april_2020.pdf
https://www.un.org/victimsofterrorism/sites/www.un.org.victimsofterrorism/files/un_-_human_rights_and_covid_april_2020.pdf
https://unterm.un.org/unterm/Display/record/UNHQ/non-derogable_right/D4DBB9694E5B40DA8525751B0077E882
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/04/07/how-covid-19-is-changing-law-enforcement-practices-by-police-and-by-criminal-groups/
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/regulatory-quality-and-covid-19-the-use-of-regulatory-management-tools-in-a-time-of-crisis-b876d5dc/
https://www.wired.com/story/a-lack-of-transparency-is-undermining-pandemic-policy/
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/coronavirus-technology-impact.html
https://www.stopspying.org/covid19
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/covid-19-and-responsible-business-conduct-02150b06/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/how-covid-19-has-accelerated-use-employee-monitoring-dan-schawbel/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/07/1000961/launching-mittr-covid-tracing-tracker/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/07/1000961/launching-mittr-covid-tracing-tracker/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Privacy/ElectronicFrontierFoundation.pdf


STRANDED AT SEA 
Resolving a  
Humanitarian Crisis
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As the consequences of COVID-19 
spread around the world through 
2020, transport and logistics 
came into sharp focus as a 
critical sector, ensuring that food, 
medical supplies, fuel, and other 
essential goods continued to be 
delivered. 

With 90% of goods transported by sea, seafarers 
represent the lifeblood of the global economy.  Yet 
as lockdown and travel restrictions continued, crews 
were increasingly prevented from coming ashore for 
fear of them spreading the coronavirus.

2020 is culminating in a humanitarian crisis at sea, 
with over 400,000 seafarers “stranded” aboard 
ships. Many have worked nine months straight (and 
counting) beyond their contracts, unable to return 
home. A similar number of workers urgently need 
to join ships to replace them. Suicide rates among 
seafarers have increased, and physical and mental 
fatigue, anxiety about loved ones, and lack of 
connectivity to keep in touch are all exacerbating 
the crisis. Compulsory unpaid long working hours 
and off-contract are leading in many cases to 
situations of forced labour.

The potential for serious accidents on ships with 
overworked and stressed crews increases daily. 
The logistical and cost implications of ensuring 
crew changes are significant – the rules for port 
restrictions, flight availability, border controls, and 
visa requirements vary from country to country – yet 
the consequences of leaving seafarers to shoulder 
the burden are unacceptable. 

Numerous organisations have urged governments 
and port authorities to develop protocols on efficient 
crew change, including a joint letter from the 
heads of UN agencies. The International Transport 

Workers’ Federation has been working tirelessly 
to assist stranded seafarers. 

Shipping companies and customers are calling 
for action. The CEOs of 30 global brands signed 
a letter seeking urgent measures to protect 
seafarers’ wellbeing and rights by unblocking 
sea routes.  Numerous  initiatives and protocols 
are being developed to address the crisis. 

Pressure will increase in 2021 on governments to 
address the crisis. Companies must act too. There 
are reports of some shipping customers refusing 
to authorise deviations from contracted shipping 
routes, unwilling to share the additional cost or 
delay of crew change. Charterers in particular 
are urged to adopt and implement where 
necessary BIMCO’s crew change contract clause. 
Companies relying on ocean transportation must 
push for humanitarian relief for seafarers. Like 
health workers who have been rightly praised for 
their professionalism during the pandemic, the 
seafarers who keep supply chains moving, often 
at the cost of their own rights, must be fully 
protected. 

“
Like health workers who have 
been rightly praised for their 
professionalism during the 

pandemic, the seafarers who 
keep supply chains moving, 

often at the cost of their own 
rights, must be fully protected. 

”

STRANDED AT SEA
Resolving a Humanitarian Crisis

https://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/covid-19/commentary-invisible-transport-workforce-keeping-supply-chains-moving
https://www.imo.org/en/MediaCentre/HotTopics/Pages/FAQ-on-crew-changes-and-repatriation-of-seafarers.aspx
https://safety4sea.com/cm-suicide-of-seafarers-a-red-zone-for-shipping-amid-pandemic/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-11-26/jeff-bezos-called-upon-to-save-thousands-of-stranded-seafarers
https://www.imo.org/en/MediaCentre/PressBriefings/Pages/27-crew-change-joint-statement.aspx
https://www.itfseafarers.org/en/news/itf-message-seafarers-enough-enough-crew-change-now
https://www.theconsumergoodsforum.com/wp-content/uploads/202009-cgf-letter-to-un-general-secretary-on-maritime-crew-changes.pdf?utm_source=mailchimp&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=cgf-letter-seafarer-un-dg&utm_source=TCGF+News+Release&utm_campaign=94d8f385f6-FORCEDLABOUR_BOOKLET_UPDATE_2019_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_0efe68d81b-94d8f385f6-69823681
https://www.imo.org/en/MediaCentre/Pages/WhatsNew-1555.aspx
https://www.itfglobal.org/sites/default/files/node/news/files/20En0521SmcGpSbSentCrewChangesJointLetterUN%25255B11%25255D.pdf
https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/cost-of-crew-change-skyrockets-due-to-pandemic
https://www.bimco.org/contracts-and-clauses/bimco-clauses/current/covid-19-crew-change-clause-for-time-charter-parties-2020


WAGE THEFT
Standing Up for Migrant 
Workers in the COVID Crisis
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Prior to COVID-19, migrant 
workers were already amongst 
the most vulnerable in the world 
to various forms of exploitation. 
One of the most common forms of 
exploitation is witholding or theft 
of wages. 

Wage abuse can include illegally low rates of pay, 
different pay for different workers doing the same 
job, failure to pay overtime, false accounting, and 
unwarranted deductions amongst others. These 
practices have become deeply embedded in how 
some global supply chains operate, a normal part 
of doing business, resulting in false price points 
for goods and services dependent on degrees of 
exploitation.

The pandemic severely escalated this situation. 
While some brands and retailers committed to 
pay in full for completed orders or those already 
in production, others responded to the crisis by 
cancelling orders or paying suppliers substantially 
reduced prices. This had an adverse financial impact 
on suppliers, and in turn their workers. Urgent 
reports arose throughout 2020 of workers far from 
home losing jobs, being forced by employers to take 
unpaid leave or reduced wages, confined in poor 
living conditions, and given little choice in whether 
and when to repatriate. 

As the impacts of COVID-19 became apparent, 
many companies seemed to consider it acceptable 
– and that the consequences were negligible – if 
they simply did not pay due wages or adhere to 
employment contracts, instead laying off or standing 
down workers. Thousands of migrant workers faced 
the dilemma of giving up wages owed to them to 
return home, or to stay abroad with no work and no 
money - often in countries that do not have or offer 
access to social safety nets.

Many migrant workers are still struggling – 
months on – with the dilemma of exercising their 
right to return, while others remain stranded in 
cities or border areas without access to services 
or support, living in precarious conditions posing 
as quarantine facilities.

In the year ahead, the response to COVID-19 
and promises to build back better must include 
greater access to justice for migrant workers 
caught in the continuum of abuse that makes up 
modern forms of slavery, in particular financial 
redress for lost wages.

The Justice Mechanism proposed by leading 
migrant rights organisations in response to 
COVID-driven events is an important indication 
of what workers around the world are demanding. 
And in so doing, the iniquitous system that 
allows workers to be treated with such disregard 
may finally be irrevocably broken. Wage theft is 
part of the process of modern slavery. It is time 
it came to an end.

WAGE THEFT
Standing Up for Migrant Workers in the COVID Crisis

“
The Justice Mechanism 

proposed by leading migrant 
rights organisations in 

response to COVID-driven 
events is an important 

indication of what workers 
around the world are 

demanding. And in so doing, 
the iniquitous system that 

allows workers to be treated 
with such disregard may 

finally be irrevocably broken.

”

https://www.antitraffickingreview.org/index.php/atrjournal/article/view/488/378%25252520Page
https://www.antitraffickingreview.org/index.php/atrjournal/article/view/488/378%25252520Page
https://www.workersrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Unpaid-Billions_October-6-2020.pdf
https://justiceforwagetheft.org/en/page/hnphk6n9whk
https://mfasia.org/justice-delayed-is-justice-denied-states-must-act-now-to-address-wage-theft-for-migrant-workers/


THE OFFICE
Making the New Workplace 
Work for People



2021 Business & Human Rights
Top 10 Issues

13Institute for Human Rights and Business 

COVID-19 has changed how we 
work. It has led to re-examining 
the tools we need to work, the 
technology at our disposal, and 
how we understand work-life 
balance. This has significant 
implications for human rights and 
will continue to be a focus in 2021. 

Working from home sounds simple and easy, but 
by some estimates, only 42% of economic activity 
can be performed from home. COVID-19 reminds 
us that even in the middle of a global health crisis, 
essential workers are needed to grow food, load 
trucks, and distribute groceries; sick and injured 
still need transport to hospitals, where nurses and 
technicians and doctors treat them; cities still need 
cleaning; trains and taxis and buses need to run; 
firefighters and police officers still need to respond.
The pandemic requires a rethink of workplaces: how 
should we design our cities, office towers, and work 
environments? 

Social distancing norms require more space between 
work-stations which could lead to bigger offices. For 
legal reasons, companies may scan the temperature 
of employees on arrival and monitor employee 
movements within premises, raising challenges 
about data retention and privacy. 

Companies may decide to invest in intrusive 
surveillance technology to monitor how employees 
work from home – sensitive research and intelligence 
jobs will actually require this, and that too raises 
significant privacy concerns. 

Factories that rely on assembly-line production will 
redesign their shop-floor to expand space between 
individual units, possibly making factories more 
humane. Some companies may no longer need 
physical space, with some reduction in the carbon 

footprint because fewer workers will commute. 
But such changes may have adverse impacts on 
the mental health of isolated, atomised workers. 
Companies will have to reimagine health 
and safety, to ensure their staff working in an 
environment which is not within the company’s 
control is nonetheless consistent with employee 
well-being and mental wellness.

Changes to the world of work for women will 
require special consideration. Evidence shows how 
women in abusive relationships face increased 
vulnerability if they spend prolonged periods at 
home with abusive family members. Companies 
will have to offer safe spaces for women, and 
access to day-care or other caregiving facilities, 
and respect their right to a family life in setting 
tasks or targets to achieve. 

The year ahead will need greater attention 
to ensuring that redesigning workspaces and 
‘building back better’ are centred on people and 
their human rights. 

 

THE OFFICE
Making the New Workplace Work for People

“
The year ahead will need 

greater attention to ensuring 
that redesigning workspaces 
and ‘building back better’ are 
centred on people and their 

human rights. 

”

https://www.bdcnetwork.com/blog/planning-life-cities-after-pandemic
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/09/14/909805060/redesigning-the-office-to-maximize-health
https://hbr.org/2020/08/reimagining-the-urban-office
https://hbr.org/2020/08/reimagining-the-urban-office
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/21/how-your-company-office-could-change-in-the-post-coronavirus-era.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/21/how-your-company-office-could-change-in-the-post-coronavirus-era.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/reimagining-the-office-and-work-life-after-covid-19
https://www.fda.gov/media/137079/download
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/how-covid-19-has-accelerated-use-employee-monitoring-dan-schawbel/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/how-covid-19-has-accelerated-use-employee-monitoring-dan-schawbel/
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2020/09/workplace-surveillance-times-corona
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2020/09/workplace-surveillance-times-corona
https://inthesetimes.com/article/digital-surveillance-remote-workers-home-covid-pandemic-employers-control
https://www.citizen.org/article/workplace-privacy-after-covid-19/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/operations/our-insights/industry-40-reimagining-manufacturing-operations-after-covid-19
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-020-18922-7
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-020-18922-7
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/07/03/women-face-rising-risk-violence-during-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/05/brief-covid-19-and-ensuring-safe-cities-and-safe-public-spaces-for-women-and-girls
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2020/06/03/485855/valuing-womens-caregiving-coronavirus-crisis/


FORCED LABOUR
Leveraging Against State-
Imposed Human Rights Abuse 
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Forced labour is often associated 
with exploitation of workers in 
private sector supply chains. 
It is an age-old issue, linked to 
slavery and patterns of economic 
exploitation, that has seen a 
resurgence in recent times. 

Companies may also be directly or indirectly associated 
with compulsory labour or other human rights abuses 
imposed by governments. Previously, the forced 
mobilisation of public sector employees to work on 
cotton farms in Uzbekistan was widely reported. 
More recently, allegations of North Korean labour 
in Chinese factories producing personal protective 
equipment have raised concerns about linkages with 
procurement by governments around the world.    
    
One case in particular rose to prominence in 2020, 
with research connecting vast networks of “political 
education camps” in China’s Xinjiang region to the 
supply chains of 82 well-known global brands. 

In response, over 200 organisations spanning 36 
countries issued a call to action pressuring brands 
and retailers to exit the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 
Region, based on evidence of widespread forced 
labour. Human rights organisations and investors 
filed a petition urging the US Customs and Border 
Patrol to prohibit imports of all cotton-made goods 
linked to Xinjiang.

Company and industry responses include public 
statements condemning forced labour, and pledges 
to undertake due diligence of suppliers in and 
outside of Xinjiang, as well as commitments to 
suspend activities and cease relationships associated 
with Uyghur labour. In recent weeks, major business 
associations have called for new joint efforts to 
address this situation.

The persecution of Uyghurs extends well beyond 
Xinjiang, and beyond the risk of forced labour in 

supply chains. It includes mass surveillance, 
arbitrary detention and torture of individuals, 
forced separation of children from parents, and 
enforced disappearances and killings, among 
other violations. 

While the responses and commitments seen in 
2020 are welcome, they are not enough. Tracking 
supply chains and tracing products and materials 
linked to such forms of exploitation might help 
preserve the integrity of brands, but systematic, 
state-imposed abuses will require a broader joint 
strategy from companies, governments, investors 
and human rights groups. 

The year ahead must see more effective strategies 
including targeted state-to-state engagement 
and collaborative partnerships involving all 
relevant actors. Responses should also prioritise 
renewed calls for universal ratification of the 
ILO Forced Labour Conventions and Protocol, 
increased use of ILO monitoring mechanisms 
and other forums to report abuses, as well 
as increased transparency in due diligence 
processes, and restricting trade of commodities 
and goods produced with forced labour.

FORCED LABOUR
Leveraging Against State-Imposed Human Rights Abuse

“
Tracking supply chains 

and tracing products and 
materials linked to such 

forms of exploitation might 
help preserve the integrity of 
brands, but systematic, state-
imposed abuses will require 

a broader joint strategy from 
companies, governments, 

investors and human rights 
groups. 

”

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/25/forced-labor-persists-uzbekistans-cotton-fields
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/nov/20/uk-sourced-ppe-from-factories-secretly-using-north-korean-slave-labour
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/09/09/eradicating-ideological-viruses/chinas-campaign-repression-against-xinjiangs
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/09/09/eradicating-ideological-viruses/chinas-campaign-repression-against-xinjiangs
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/uyghurs-sale
https://enduyghurforcedlabour.org/call-to-action/
https://www.iccr.org/human-rights-groups-call-us-regional-ban-imports-china-made-uyghur-forced-labor
https://purpose.nike.com/statement-on-xinjiang
https://www.rila.org/focus-areas/public-policy/joint-statement-from-aafa-fdra-nrf-rila-and-usfia
https://bettercotton.org/where-is-better-cotton-grown/china/announcement-bci-suspends-licensing-in-western-china/
https://www.euronews.com/living/2020/09/18/h-m-cuts-ties-with-supplier-after-accusations-of-uyghur-forced-labour
https://www.uscib.org/uscib-content/uploads/2020/11/china-xinjiang-brown-wyden-response-2011-FINAL-201106.pdf
https://www.uscib.org/uscib-content/uploads/2020/11/china-xinjiang-brown-wyden-response-2011-FINAL-201106.pdf
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/10/17/the-persecution-of-the-uyghurs-is-a-crime-against-humanity
https://thediplomat.com/2020/08/will-the-ilo-defend-chinas-uyghurs/


CLIMATE MIGRATION
Responding to the Reality of 
Displaced Communities
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Climate-related migration, both 
internally within countries and 
across borders, is on the rise due 
to increased flooding, storms, and 
temperatures. At present, 1% of 
the world is a barely livable hot-
zone. By 2070 that portion could 
go up to 17%. 

The issue will increasingly be in the spotlight in 
2021 in the lead up to the UN Climate Change 
Conference COP 26 in Glasgow and will continue to 
gain in urgency.

In 2020, the UN Human Rights Committee 
considered the case of Ioane Teitiota who sought 
refugee status in New Zealand for himself and his 
family due to the risks they faced in their Pacific 
Island home of Kiribati. Sea-level rise caused by 
global warming was contaminating water supplies 
and harming agriculture. Overcrowding was causing 
a housing crisis and leading to violence. In its 
landmark decision on the case, the Committee set an 
important precedent by affirming that governments 
may be prohibited from sending people back to 
home countries that pose immediate threats to life 
due to climate change.

All business sectors will need to confront the 
realities of climate-related migration – from 
finance and insurance, to energy, engineering and 
construction, to technology. Companies that fail to 
take comprehensive action on the human impacts of 
climate change will face growing risks to their long-
term sustainability as well as legal action. At the 
same time, there are opportunities for companies 
that embrace the need for such action.

Policy responses must acknowledge migrants’ 
agency and the complexity in decisions to move, as 
well as the differing ability of people to move. The 

2020 World Migration Report calls for measures 
that ensure: people are enabled to choose 
whether, when, and with whom to move; access 
to livelihood opportunities and to remit resources 
that enhance adaptation; and the ability to move 
in a dignified, safe, and regular manner.

Responses to climate migration must address 
factors driving people from their homes, 
including action to reduce emissions, slow the 
pace and scale of climate events, and enable 
context-specific just transitions. 

Strengthening resilience in the predominantly 
urban areas where climate migrants move to will 
also be critical, including non-discrimination 
and inclusion, decent employment opportunities, 
and investment in infrastructure and services. 
The year ahead will likely see more attention 
to challenges facing climate migrants and the 
need for human rights approaches as part of 
responses by governments as well as in corporate 
operations and supply chains.

CLIMATE MIGRATION
Responding to the Reality of Climate Displacement

“
Responses to climate 

migration must address 
factors driving people 
from their homes, and 

strengthening resilience in the 
predominantly urban areas 

where climate migrants move 
will also be critical.
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https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/23/magazine/climate-migration.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/23/magazine/climate-migration.html
https://ukcop26.org/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25482&LangID=E
https://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/publication/global-trends-in-climate-change-litigation-2020-snapshot/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/Issues/Poverty/Pages/CallforsubmissionsJustTransition.aspx
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-9
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-9
https://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/just-transitions/report-just-transitions-for-all
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The Black Lives Matter movement 
rose to the top of the global 
agenda in 2020, as incidents 
of shocking police brutality in 
US cities captured worldwide 
attention, and sparked protests 
across the US and beyond. 

There is a long history of police violence in the 
US, with certain groups, such as black people, 
disproportionately impacted. Racial violence is not 
unique to the US, as a recent incident in Brazil shows.

Companies responded to the crisis in multiple ways, 
including by expressing support, donating money, 
pledging to hire more candidates from minorities, 
dropping controversial products, changing names 
of brands, and examining diversity efforts in their 
recruitment policies. One company candidly said 
that dismantling the idea of white supremacy is the 
task and silence is not an option. Many faced calls 
for further action.  

Changes are long overdue, and scrutiny of corporate 
conduct will continue to grow in 2021, including 
calls to demonstrate how companies are hiring 
more candidates from racial minorities or ensuring 
that black employees remain in the company. More 
will be expected of all employees on issues such as 
unconscious or implicit bias that might influence  
decisions, and deeper discussions will be required on 
questions over whether workplaces are racially just. 

Gender dimensions will take on greater importance 
as well, such as how black women employees have 
different experiences at work compared to their white 
women colleagues. Issues of vertical mobility within 
companies will also take on greater prominence, as 
will related challenges such as the extent to which 
banks’ lending practices have changed to prevent 
discrimination against minority applicants.

Added to these issues, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has uncovered links between the virus, particular 
groups, and types of work - as data shows racial 
minorities have a disproportionately larger 
share among essential workers in the industrial 
world. Are companies that employ these workers 
taking care to ensure they are well protected? 
Are programmes intended to help struggling 
businesses during the pandemic failing to 
support black-owned businesses? 

There is ample evidence showing that diversity 
is good for business. Companies will need 
to demonstrate their commitment in 2021 
and beyond to redoubling efforts to fight 
discrimination. That will require more than 
advocacy messages on sporting logos or 
redesigning websites. Society at large, around 
the world, will be watching the extent to which 
companies make black lives matter. 

 

RACE MATTERS
Addressing Race-Based Vulnerabilities at All Levels

“
Companies will need 
to demonstrate their 

commitment in 2021 and 
beyond to redoubling efforts 

to fight discrimination. 
That will require more than 

advocacy messages on 
sporting logos or redesigning 

websites. Society at large, 
around the world, will be 

watching the extent to which 
companies make black lives 

matter. 
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https://blacklivesmatter.com/
https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/21/protests-erupt-in-brazil-after-black-man-dies-after-being-beaten-outside-supermarket
https://www.wsj.com/articles/in-corporate-reckoning-executives-pressed-to-improve-racial-equity-in-workplaces-11591917711
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/voraciously/wp/2020/06/17/quaker-is-dropping-the-aunt-jemima-image-and-name-after-recognizing-they-are-based-on-a-racial-stereotype/
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-53178088
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-53178088
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/06/13/after-years-marginalizing-black-employees-customers-corporate-america-says-black-lives-matter/
https://www.benjerry.com/about-us/media-center/dismantle-white-supremacy
https://www.wsj.com/articles/brands-follow-anti-racist-statements-with-donations-whats-next-11591437600
https://www.wsj.com/articles/brands-follow-anti-racist-statements-with-donations-whats-next-11591437600
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/10/target-pledges-to-increase-number-of-black-employees-by-20percent.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/10/target-pledges-to-increase-number-of-black-employees-by-20percent.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/janicegassam/2020/12/31/these-are-the-reasons-why-your-black-employees-keep-quitting/?sh=3f78d41949de
https://diversity.llnl.gov/about/bias
https://hbr.org/2019/11/toward-a-racially-just-workplace
http://faculty.tuck.dartmouth.edu/ella-bell/book/
http://faculty.tuck.dartmouth.edu/ella-bell/book/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w24441
https://fortune.com/2020/06/19/banking-while-black-financial-discrimination-redlining/
https://www.axios.com/black-workers-essential-coronavirus-c502fc2e-a4fc-4c4f-ae0c-722a50d74ecd.html
https://www.axios.com/black-workers-essential-coronavirus-c502fc2e-a4fc-4c4f-ae0c-722a50d74ecd.html
https://www.axios.com/black-workers-essential-coronavirus-c502fc2e-a4fc-4c4f-ae0c-722a50d74ecd.html
https://www.wsj.com/video/black-small-business-owners-left-out-of-ppp-fight-to-stay-afloat/F3D43A32-CDED-445F-9455-35A8E2B2B68F.html?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=6
https://www.wsj.com/video/black-small-business-owners-left-out-of-ppp-fight-to-stay-afloat/F3D43A32-CDED-445F-9455-35A8E2B2B68F.html?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=6
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/diversity-wins-interactive
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The year 2020 has seen a clear 
sharpening of divisions over the 
future of international standards 
governing business activities in 
a wide range of industries and 
settings. 

Established investment and trade rules and related 
processes have provided great certainty for companies 
over the past quarter century, allowing, for example, 
for the rapid expansion of global supply chains and 
cross border economic exchange. However, these 
arrangements face considerable strain today as can 
be seen in ongoing divisions within the World Trade 
Organisation and in negotiations over bilateral and 
regional agreements.

How will new rules so urgently needed in other key 
areas – such as strengthening data security and 
digital infrastructure, responding to climate change 
and energy transitions, and building more inclusive 
and sustainable economies – be negotiated in a 
time of rising uncertainties, in particular between 
major powers like the United States and China? 
Will states seek to further marginalise traditional 
international organisations and approaches they 
view as limiting or ineffectual? Will they instead work 
to further develop and strengthen new, competing, 
parallel coalitions and exclusive economic zones of 
influence, all with potentially far less consideration 
for transparency and respect for human rights or 
labour and environmental protections?  

Businesses, governments, trade unions, and 
civil society organisations committed to human 
rights will need to have a clear and strong voice 
as these debates continue to unfold in 2021. 
Calls for accountability and adherence to existing 
international standards will be more important than 
ever as geopolitical competition continues to heat up 
in strategic governance areas, such as the technology 
sector and in particular geographic contexts such as 

the world’s oceans. Such leadership will also be 
critical in ensuring fairness and equity as new 
partnerships form to deliver COVID-19 vaccines 
to all regions. 

What seems certain is that a further rush to forge 
new standards and governance cooperation based 
on power politics, as well regional or ideological 
blocs in important sectors and contexts, could 
result in severe and unexpected adverse economic 
and social impacts, in particular for the people 
most vulnerable to exclusion. 

Such steps could further undermine the global 
order that has been built up over past decades 
and that now needs to be strengthened and 
reformed. Defending and strengthening existing 
international standards relating to business 
transparency and good governance, including 
adherence to environmental, labour, and human 
rights standards, will be a crucial challenge for 
2021 in ongoing times of unprecedented change. 

STANDARDS FRAGMENTATION
Fighting Against the Divide

“
Defending and strengthening 

existing international 
standards relating to 

business transparency and 
good governance, including 
adherence to environmental, 

labour, and human rights 
standards, will be a crucial 

challenge for 2021 in ongoing 
times of unprecedented change. 
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https://reports.weforum.org/manufacturing-growth/why-the-world-suddenly-cares-about-global-supply-chains/?doing_wp_cron=1606488641.8329010009765625000000
https://www.ft.com/content/188d86df-6e82-47eb-a134-2e1e45c777b6?segmentId=94466406-ba6b-d5a0-d51b-6d866adec41f
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/trumps-bilateral-trade-deals-are-undermining-the-global-trading-system/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/siladityaray/2020/09/08/china-launches-own-global-data-security-initiative-targets-us-clean-network/?sh=6e99cc864a3c
https://www.forbes.com/sites/siladityaray/2020/09/08/china-launches-own-global-data-security-initiative-targets-us-clean-network/?sh=6e99cc864a3c
https://www.gavi.org/covax-facility
https://www.gavi.org/covax-facility
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As we enter 2021, the global 
community has only ten years left 
to stop runaway climate change, 
with some arguing the point of 
no return has already passed 
unless we go beyond 2015 Paris 
Agreement targets and measures. 

Central to avoiding climate catastrophe and moving 
to a net-zero economy, is the concept of “just 
transitions”. It is an evolving concept encompassing 
public policies and business action to address 
impacts – on workers and communities – of moves 
away from emissions-intensive production (the 
transition “out”) and measures to generate the low- 
or zero-emissions products, services, and livelihoods 
of a sustainable society (the transition “in”). 

It will involve nothing less than industrial 
transformation, and requires significant investment 
to be realised. The International Energy Agency 
estimates a low-carbon transition could require 
$3.5 trillion in energy sector investment every year 
for decades —twice the current rate. But financial 
opportunities abound – green bonds for example 
represent a $100 trillion pool of long-term private 
capital, yet accounted for only 3 percent of global 
bonds in 2018. And at a time of colossal government 
debt due to the economic shocks of COVID-19, 
placing clean energy at the heart of stimulus plans 
is being recommended to help revitalise economies 
while supporting climate imperatives. 

The costs – both financial and human – will be far 
more significant if just transitions fail to take hold. 
Financing just transitions will require a mix of levers 
– public, private, and philanthropic capital, with a 
mixture of state-led incentives and low-cost financing. 
Visions of a reformed global economy have been 
presented clearly, and financial actors have the power 
to accelerate the transformation in capitalism that is 
beginning to take hold in board room discussions.

The industrial transformation needed to 
achieve net-zero will therefore require a 
financial revolution as well. The mainstream 
investment focus purely on financial return must 
evolve. Financial institutions are increasingly 
considering the impacts of environmental, social, 
and governance (ESG) issues on financial return. 
But that is not enough. 

Financial regulators around the world need to be 
part of the revolution, and this will require legal 
frameworks for impact. Concepts of fiduciary duty 
and related duties at the core of financial regulation 
must be updated to require consideration of 
adverse ESG impacts not just on financial returns, 
but also the ESG impacts of investments. And to 
truly realise a sustainable future, regulators must 
also clarify that investors have duties that not 
only allow for but actually require investors to 
integrate the kinds of sustainability impacts that 
will move the world toward net-zero in a socially 
just and sustainable manner.

TRANSITION FINANCE
Seeking Inclusion in the Move to Green Energies

“
The costs – both financial 

and human – will be far more 
significant if just transitions 

fail to take hold. Financing just 
transitions will require a mix 

of levers – public, private, and 
philanthropic capital, with a 

mixture of state-led incentives 
and low-cost financing.
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https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-75481-z
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-75481-z
https://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/just-transitions/report-just-transitions-for-all
https://www.ihrb.org/focus-areas/just-transitions/report-just-transitions-for-all
https://www.iea.org/news/deep-energy-transformation-needed-by-2050-to-limit-rise-in-global-temperature
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2019/12/a-new-sustainable-financial-system-to-stop-climate-change-carney.htm
https://www.iea.org/news/iea-and-denmark-host-ministerial-roundtable-discussion-on-making-clean-energy-a-key-part-of-the-global-economic-recovery
https://time.com/collection/great-reset/5900739/fix-economy-by-2023/?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=social-share-article&utm_term=world
https://time.com/5742066/klaus-schwab-stakeholder-capitalism-davos/
https://www.unepfi.org/investment/legal-framework-for-impact/
https://www.unepfi.org/investment/legal-framework-for-impact/
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