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Reporting and Assurance Frameworks Initiative (RAFI) 
 

Human Rights Assurance Expert Roundtable  
London on June 5, 2015 

 

MEETING REPORT 
 
The objective of this human rights assurance expert roundtable was to bring Europe-
based assurance experts together to discuss the development of an assurance 
framework to assure the reporting put together by companies following the UN Guiding 
Principles Reporting Framework.  
 

I. Participants 
 
Sue Almond – ACCA 
Ian Ball – IIRC 
Simon Cant – BP 
Sam Eastwood – Norton Rose Fulbright 
Christian Honore – KPMG 
Rodney Irwin - WBCSD 
Anna Jakobsen – EY 
Atul Patel – PwC 
 

 
Debbie Reynolds – Goodcorporation 
Esther Rodriguez – KPMG 
Adam Savitz – PwC 
 
RAFI Project team: 
Anthony Carey - Mazars 
Richard Karmel – Mazars 
Caroline Rees – Shift 
Anna Triponel – Shift 
 

II.  Discussion Points 
 
The following summarizes the key discussion points from the roundtable: 
 
Target audience and objective for assurance:  
The roundtable participants discussed two different potential audiences and objectives 
for the Assurance Framework: 

 Internal management is the beneficiary of the assurance and the objective of the 
assurance is to assist the company with a view on how well its human rights-
related policies and processes are working in practice and insights into how 
these could be strengthened 

 External stakeholders are the beneficiaries of the assurance and the objective of 
the assurance is to provide them comfort that the information disclosed by the 
company can be relied upon 

 
Options for focus of the assurance framework:  
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The workshop participants emphasized that the most helpful objective, in light of where 
companies are in implementing the UN Guiding Principles, is for the assurance to help 
the company improve its internal management systems. This would entail that the 
assurance provider review the company’s human rights-related policies and processes 
and provide a (non-public) view to the company on their status and how they could be 
strengthened.  

 
At the same time, there was some value seen in a process to provide an external (public) 
view on the quality of a company’s human rights disclosure, recognizing also that the act 
of disclosure, and improving that disclosure through this external feedback, can help 
advance internal policies and processes.   

 
The question is then whether the Assurance Framework could provide guidance with 
regard to both these areas, while explicitly recognizing their distinctions.  It was also 
noted that as both performance and disclosure become more sophisticated, the two 
exercises would increasingly converge.  Participants emphasized in relation to both 
types of process that reviewing how the company identified its salient human rights 
issues (Part B under the Reporting Framework) will be of critical importance.  
 
Internal auditors:   
Participants reflected upon the role played by internal auditors in this field.  They have 
deep knowledge of the company’s business and existing controls and systems and will 
typically be the first to assess the effectiveness of their companies’ policies and 
processes, before resorting to external assurance.  A human rights assurance framework 
should therefore be of value to internal auditors as well as external assurance providers. 

 
Scale of maturity:  
There was discussion of the fact that companies’ human rights-related policies and 
processes, and their resulting human rights disclosure, are currently at a far lower level 
of maturity than their financial controls and reporting.  Drawing upon PwC’s work in this 
area, it was felt there would be value in using a more nuanced approach to looking at 
different levels of maturity (e.g., embryonic, maturing or mature).  
 
This might suggest that an assurance provider would bring more value by providing a 
commentary on the company’s progress along that spectrum, rather than using 
traditional pass-fail statements defined by limited or reasonable assurance.  That said, 
where a company’s policies, processes and resulting disclosure becomes mature, then a 
move to more traditional assurance based on limited and reasonable assurance might 
be appropriate and valuable.  In practice, this may be some years off.  
 
Maintaining management’s responsibility:  
Participants reflected a concern that at present the stamp of a firm’s external assurance 
on a company’s sustainability reporting, even with all the caveats as to what is included 
and what is not, can be seen to shift responsibility for the veracity of a company’s 
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disclosure away from the company itself and towards the assurance provider.  It was 
seen as important to avoid this pitfall and instead ensure that the company remains, 
and is seen to remain, responsible for what it states about its human rights policies and 
processes. Key factors in ensuring this could be: 

 the level of sign-off required by the company on its disclosure; 

 the discussions between management and the assurance provider about what is 
disclosed and how it should be improved; 

 having the the assurance provider’s commentary be a separate document from 
the company’s report, rather than integral to the document.  
 

Terminology:  
Participants recommended moving away from the language of ‘assurance’ when it 
comes to disclosure.  PwC for instance speaks about an “external view” while WBCSD 
speaks about a view on the “reliability” of information disclosed.  
 
Competence of the assurance provider:  
There was general agreement that it was essential that any assurance provider 
reviewing a company’s human rights management systems should have expertise in 
assurance processes.  In addition, they should have within the assurance team the 
necessary expertise in human rights issues, the industry, and the nexus between the 
two.  They will then likely need local expertise that is aware of local context and that can 
support interviews with stakeholders at the local level that is appropriate in linguistic 
and cultural terms.  
 
It was generally agreed that an Assurance Framework needs to provide sufficient 
guidance that there is a minimum set of skillsets that the assurance team should include 
to do this type of work.  It might also provide particular focus on the skills required for 
appropriate engagement with local stakeholders. 
 
Guidance on what to look for in policies and processes:  
It was felt that the Assurance Framework need not be extensive in terms of guidance on 
what to look for regarding both the effectiveness of policies and processes and what 
constitutes mature disclosure, since this is well represented in the guidance to the 
Reporting Framework.  The additional need for an assurance provider is in how to 
measure or otherwise assess what is found, which would likely fall to expert assurance 
methodologies.  

 
Relevant initiatives:  
Participants raised a number of initiatives and precedents that it would be worth 
exploring further for relevant lessons and hooks for the Assurance Framework, including 
assurance of conflict minerals in the U.S., assurance of non-financial information under 
Grenelle II in France, and the concept of adequate procedures in the area of corruption 
(for how far a system needs to go to be considered effective). 
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III. Next steps 
This expert roundtable was followed by a similar event in New York on 12 June, for 
which a summary of discussion points has also been published.  The key take-aways for 
the RAFI project team from these two roundtables are summarized in a separate 
document.  These take-aways will guide the team as it develops draft guidance on 
assurance during summer 2015.  Initial drafts will be open for public comment in the 
autumn and the focus of discussions in multi-stakeholder consultations in London, New 
York, Jakarta and Johannesburg between September and November. 

http://business-humanrights.org/en/rafi-assurance-practitioner-roundtable-report-new-york-june-2015
http://business-humanrights.org/en/key-take-aways-from-rafi-assurance-roundtables-june-2015

