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German companies failing to meet UN human rights standards 
 
None of the 20 largest German companies meets the minimum standards of the UN. The 
dispute over a supply chain law thus receives new impetus. 
 
The commitment to "good corporate governance" has become a matter of course for 
German business. Large corporations in particular boast that they adhere to the highest 
social and ecological standards – not only in Germany, but everywhere they do business. 
 
However, reality lags far behind these promises. A study by the Business and Human Rights 
Centre in London and the ZHAW School of Management and Law in Switzerland finds that 
none of the 20 largest German companies fully meets the minimum standards as set out by 
the UN. 
 
“While it is welcome that 20 companies made a public commitment to respecting human 
rights in general," the study says. However, there are "major shortcomings in companies’ 
disclosed human rights due diligence processes". 
 
The study will be published this Monday and Handelsblatt received an advance copy. The 
sobering conclusion: "None of Germany’s largest companies were assessed to have met a 
basic level of respect for human rights". Siemens was the highest scoring company, Deutsche 
Bank, Deutsche Bahn, Deutsche Post and automotive supplier ZF Friedrichshafen the lowest. 
 
The study is based on the evaluation of company data. The Business and Human Rights 
Resource Centre has a good reputation among experts: it tracks the activities of 9000 
companies in more than 180 countries. For the first time, it has taken a look specifically at 
German companies. 
 
The results give new impetus to the debate around business action on human rights 
protections. For years, human rights organisations have been campaigning for a "supply 
chain law" that would require companies to be aware not only of their own operations, but 
also the human rights practices of their business partners abroad. Trade associations, on the 
other hand, strictly reject a binding regulation, fearing bureaucracy would inhibit 
investment. 
 
Child labour, sweatshops, exploitation 
 
The dispute arises regularly, mostly when accusations against German companies make the 
headlines. Reports documenting child labour in African mines, where car companies source 
rare metals; revelations bringing to light exploitation in Asian sweatshops where fashion 
suppliers have their clothes sewn: Are these individual cases distorted by the media? Or is 
there really a pattern of neglect and excessive demands? 
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The federal government is also concerns with this question. 1800 German companies are 
currently being asked about their human rights engagement. Based on this "monitoring", the 
government will decide next year whether respect for human rights can remain a voluntary 
commitment by business – or whether it must be prescribed by law. 
 
For Phil Bloomer, Executive Director of the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, the 
results of the new study indicate "that the wider group of German companies being assessed 
by the German government will likely fall short of the German government’s threshold. This 
would trigger a necessary legislative response." 
 
Federal Development Minister Gerd Müller (CSU) had already presented a draft supply chain 
law in the spring, but was met with resistance from the Ministry of Economics. Economics 
Minister Peter Altmaier (CDU) fears additional burdens for companies. 
 
The Greens demand an end to the blockade. "The federal government's approach of relying 
on individual responsibility has failed and in the end disadvantages those companies that 
seriously strive towards fair supply chains," said Katharina Dröge, economic policy 
spokeswoman for the Greens in the Bundestag. 
 
The Human Rights Council of the United Nations unanimously adopted guiding principles for 
human rights in 2011. These principles make clear that the protection of human rights is a 
state task. However, business is subject to a "duty of care", which includes assessing the 
human rights impacts of their business activities, taking countermeasures where necessary 
and setting up complaints mechanisms.  


