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Introduction

In recent decades, sustainability has moved to the top of the corporate agenda. A growing number
of companies are not only undertaking initiatives under the broad banner of sustainability, but are
also reporting about these initiatives.1 It is very likely that sustainability will become even more
important in the future, not only due to growing consumer awareness - which creates a clear business
case for sustainability - but also due to a tightening regulatory environment. A growing number of
countries is putting in place regulation that obliges (certain) companies to pay more attention to
sustainability (reporting). A clear example is EU directive 2014/98/EU on ‘non-financial reporting’,
which requires large EU-based companies to disclose information on the social and environmental
impact of their activities.
In most cases, sustainability efforts remain confined to mitigating or preventing the direct environmental and (to a lesser extent) social impact of corporate activity. However, in an era where companies are connected to hundreds or even thousands of firms across the globe, there is increased attention for the sustainability of companies’ supply chains. At least in part, this attention for global supply
chains stems from a realisation that, while globalisation has created opportunities for ‘social upgrading’ for some, for many others it has not delivered on its promises.2 Efforts of ‘lead companies’ to
drive down the cost of production often have negative effects on human rights and working conditions throughout their supply chains. In some cases, companies are directly involved in human and
labour rights violations. One example is Amazon, which has long faced allegations over the exploitation of its workers, and a failure to respect their freedom of association.3 In other cases, companies’
demand for cheap and just-in-time delivery force suppliers into socially unsustainable practices, like
relying on irregular labour, or outsourcing work to shady ‘sup-suppliers’.4 For instance, in the summer
of 2018, Apple admitted in its supplier responsibility progress report that violations of human rights
in its supply chains had doubled in the span of a year.5
Following the adoption of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights in 2011,
discussions about corporate responsibility have increasingly revolved around the concept of ‘Human
Rights Due Diligence’ (HRDD), or the idea that states and companies have a shared responsibility to
respect and protect human rights. For companies, it entails a responsibility to ‘identify, prevent, mitigate and account for’ human rights abuses, both inside the company and throughout its supply chains.
For states, it entails the creation of a regulatory environment that encourages or forces companies to
devote more attention to how their activities affect human rights. In a previous study,6 we concluded
that the Belgian government is currently failing to implement such a coherent regulatory framework.
While the previous study focused on (the lack of) government action, this study zooms in on the
efforts taken by companies. More precisely, relying on the information that provided in sustainability
reports and/or on company websites, we explore the various initiatives that Belgian companies are
1
2
3
4
5
6

KPMG (2017). The Road Ahead: The KPMG Survey of Corporate Sustainability Reporting 2017. Retrieved from
https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2017/10/kpmg-survey-of-corporate-responsibility-reporting-2017.pdf
Milanovic, B. (2016). Global inequality: A new approach for the age of globalisation. Harvard University Press.
See e.g. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jul/08/amazon-jeff-bezos-unionize-working-conditions
Barrientos, S., Gereffi, G., & Rossi, A. (2011). Economic and social upgrading in global production networks: A new paradigm for a
changing world. International Labor Review, 150(3‐4), 319-340.
Apple (2018). Supplier Responsibility: 2018 progress report. Retrieved from
https://www.apple.com/supplier-responsibility/pdf/Apple_SR_2018_Progress_Report.pdf
Huyse, Huib, & Verbrugge, Boris. (2018). Belgium and the Sustainable Supply Chain Agenda: Leader or Laggard? Review of Human
Right Due Diligence Initiatives in the Netherlands, Germany, France and EU, and Implications for Policy Work by Belgian Civil Society.
Leuven: HIVA-KU Leuven.
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taking to improve the social sustainability (i.e. human rights and working conditions) of their supply
chains.
The first section of the report (‘Establishing a baseline’) presents a snapshot of the sustainability
reporting practices of 53 Belgian companies, including a first stocktaking of initiatives that broadly
target the social sustainability of supply chains. We identify six categories of ‘supply chain initiatives’:
individual company initiatives, coordinated company initiatives, third-party certification, Global
Framework Agreements (GFAs), multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs), and socially responsible investment (SRI). In the second section (‘What’s in a name’), we combine a literature review with short
case studies of specific initiatives reported by Belgian companies, in an attempt to assess the strengths
and shortcomings of different supply chain initiatives. The third section (‘Looking across sectors’)
zooms in on the specificity of the different sectors. Finally, in the conclusion, we classify the companies included in this study into four categories based on how their approach towards questions of
social sustainability in their supply chains. This exercise reveals that the focus continues to lie on selfregulation, and that only a minority of companies currently have a more or less developed supply
chain strategy.

10
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Establishing a baseline: who is reporting how
and what?

Highlights of Section 1
- 60% of Belgian companies in our sample now have an official sustainability report, with an additional 19%
reporting about sustainability issues on their website. These numbers confirm the growing importance of
sustainability for Belgian companies.
- Just over half (55%) of companies are reporting initiatives that broadly target the social sustainability of
supply chains. The large majority of these initiatives are corporate-driven (e.g. supplier codes of conduct),
followed by sustainability certification and other multi-stakeholder initiatives.
- Notwithstanding this growing number of references to supply chain initiatives, the focus of corporate sustainability efforts and reports continues to lie primarily on the ecological impact of business activities, working conditions inside the company, and philanthropy. We can safely conclude that for most companies in
our sample, the social sustainability of supply chains is not yet a priority.

Selecting sectors and companies

We started by identifying six ‘critical sectors’, i.e., sectors with supply chains that are sensitive to
labour and human rights violations.7
- Chemistry and Pharma (trends categories ‘Petrochemistry’, ‘Pharmaceutical industry’, ‘Chemical
industry’): risks related to extraction and production of raw materials and specific substances used
in production of pharmaceutical/chemical products (e.g. mica, palm oil). Additional risks in production stage of particular chemical and pharmaceutical products (e.g. working conditions in production of generic medicine).
- Wood and paper (trends categories ‘Wood industry’ and ‘Paper industry and trading’): risks in forestry,
particularly in production of tropical hardwood (undecent work, child/forced labour, impact on
local communities).
- Metals (trends categories ‘Steel and steel products’, ‘non-ferrous metals’, and ‘precious metals,
jewels, watches’): risks in extraction and processing of (precious) metals, both in industrial mining
(mainly labour rights violations and impact on local communities) and in artisanal and small-scale
mining (child/forced labour, use of hazardous substances, impact on local communities).
- Food (trends category ‘Food industry’): risks related to production and trade of food products with
international supply chains (e.g. tropical fruits, palm oil, coffee, cocoa, fish), both in large-scale
(plantation-based) agriculture and in smallholder agriculture (e.g. inequalities between traders and
smallholders, exploitation of workers by smallholders).
- Textiles (trends categories ‘Textile industry’, ‘Textiles, retail’, and ‘Clothing, ready-made, retail’): risks
related to production of basic materials such as cotton, wool, and leather, and in garment production.
- Building materials (trends categories ‘Building materials, production’, and ‘building materials, retail’):
risks related to social and labour rights violations in supply chains of particular building materials.
One notable example is natural stone (e.g. child labour, forced labour, impact on local communities).

7

Our selection of critical sectors and our discussion of risks per sector is partly based on a report that was recently published by Ernst &
Young.
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For each of these sectors, we compiled a top-10 of Belgian companies based on the sectoral rankings
(turnover) published by Trends. In some cases, we were forced to combine different Trends categories, in order to capture the full breadth of a sector. We then broadened our selection with the companies listed on the BEL 20 (the leading Belgian stock index), which were not yet included in our
initial sample of 60 companies. Finally, we selected 11 companies through a consultative process with
the commissioners of this research. Specifically, with this final selection round, we aimed to include
important Belgian brands, under-represented sectors, and companies that present themselves as sustainability champions.
This selection process resulted in 90 companies, which are active in seven sectors: in addition to
the six aforementioned sectors, we created one additional sector - Finance: banking, insurance, and
investment. It is important to note that risks in the financial sector are not so much situated in supply
chains per se, but rather in the supply chains of companies and sectors that financial institutions
(banks, insurers, institutional investors) engage with in their investment-, lending-, and insurance
activities. The remaining seven companies that did not fit in either one of the categories are included
in a rest category’. A full list of all 90 companies can be found in Appendix 1. Of these 90 companies,
37 companies are subsidiaries of multinational companies (MNCs), while the remaining 53 companies are headquartered in Belgium. Apart from our baseline assessment of sustainability reporting in
Section 1.2, the remainder of this report will focus exclusively on these 54 ‘purely’ Belgian companies.
We are convinced that our selection process has resulted in a diverse sample in terms of sectoral
background and associated supply chain risks.

A quick assessment of sustainability reporting

In a first step, we checked whether the 90 companies in our sample have an official form of sustainability reporting, and whether this takes the form of a separate sustainability report, or forms part of
an integrated annual report. The results of this exercise are shown in Figure 1.1. Three out of four
companies in our sample (76%) now have an official form of sustainability reporting. However, while
100% of (subsidiaries of) MNCs in our sample have an official sustainability report, this is true for
only 60% of companies headquartered in Belgium8. When looking at how companies report, the
majority has a separate sustainability report. Yet compared with (subsidiaries of) MNCs, the number
of Belgian companies that report on sustainability as part of an integrated annual report is considerably higher. In part, this may be a result of the new EU-directive on non-financial reporting.

Figure 1.1

How are companies reporting?

Belgian Companies

18

14

MNCs

22

31

Total

5

48
0%

20%

Sustainability report

19
40%

60%

Integrated annual report

23
80%

100%

No report

In the remainder of this report, we will focus exclusively on the 53 ‘purely Belgian’ companies in our
sample, because the focus of MNC’s sustainability reports typically lies on its global sustainability
strategy, while containing little or no specific information about its Belgian activities. Bearing in mind
8

The 31 Belgian companies for which we could not find a sustainability report were invited through e-mail to share any information on
sustainability. We received a response from two companies: Unilin (which referred to the sustainability report of Mohawk Group, its
parent company) and Sofina (which declared to be in the process of formalizing its sustainability reporting).
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that only 60% of Belgian companies in our sample have an official sustainability report, we decided
to broaden our scope by also including information made available on company websites. In total,
we find that four out of five (79%) of Belgian companies are now devoting attention to sustainability,
either as part of an official report (60%); or (exclusively) on their website (21%) (Figure 1.2). These
figures confirm the growing importance of sustainability for Belgian companies. At the same time, it
is important to recognise that our sample is dominated by large companies, who can reasonably be
expected to perform better than their SME-counterparts where it comes to sustainability reporting.
Moreover, these figures tell us very little about the quality of companies’ sustainability reporting, let
alone about the coherence or effectiveness of their sustainability strategies.

Figure 1.2

How are Belgian companies reporting?

No reporting
21%

Reporting only on
website
19%

Reporting in
separate
sustainability
report or as part
of annual report
60%

Reporting in separate sustainability report or as part of annual report
Reporting only on website
No reporting

Whither the social sustainability of supply chains?

So far, we have deliberately adopted a broad understanding of sustainability. In the remainder of this
report, we zoom in specifically on initiatives that broadly target the social sustainability (i.e. human
rights and working conditions) of supply chains - which will hitherto be referred to simply as supply
chain initiatives. This section solely counts the number of reported supply chain initiatives, without
assessing their relevance or effectiveness. For this reason, even companies that are undertaking
embryonical or unintended supply chain initiatives are counted as ‘reporting on supply chains’. A few
examples serve to illustrate this observation:
- Jan de Nul’s CSR-report contains only one cursory reference to a ‘standard assessment for suppliers’ - which can hardly be described as a holistic sustainable procurement policy.
- For two companies in the wood and paper category (VPK and Igepa), the only reported initiative
is the use of FSC-certified products. Yet both companies only refer to FSC (a certification scheme
for sustainable forestry) in relation to their ecological footprint, and VPK’s sustainability report
even explicitly states that they currently do not consider human rights violations or violations of
core labour rights (child labour, forced labour) as a risk because they do not operate in contexts
where these are pertinent.
- While Tony Goetz (a gold refiner) devotes an entire section of its website to ‘compliance’ and
supplier risk assessment, it does so mainly in an effort to meet the company’s legal obligations,
rather than as part of a broader sustainability strategy.
Bearing in mind these important caveats, we find that over half (29 out of 53 companies, or 55%) of
Belgian companies are currently reporting supply chain initiatives. While attempts to compare across
sectors are constrained by the small number of companies in each sector, it is clear that companies
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listed under ‘Textiles’ (5 out of 8 companies), ‘Metals’ (6 out of 9 companies), and ‘Food’ (6 out of
10 companies) are performing considerably better than companies listed under ‘Finance’ (1 out of
6 companies reporting initiatives) and ‘Building materials’ (1 out of 6 companies). In Section 3 of this
report, we will zoom in more closely on the situation in different sectors.

Types of supply chain initiatives

Finally, we made an inventory of the different types of supply chain initiatives reported by the 53 Belgian companies. Our starting point was a categorisation of CSR-initiatives proposed by OECD
(2009),9 which distinguished between codes of conduct, multi-stakeholder initiatives, certification and
labelling, model codes, sector initiatives, global framework agreements, and socially responsible
investment. For the sake of coherence, we made several adjustments to this initial categorisation.
First, we dropped the category ‘model codes’, because we felt that it overlapped too strongly with
several of the other categories. Secondly, we broadened the category ‘company codes of conduct’ to
‘individual company initiatives’, in an attempt to capture the full range of initiatives that companies
are taking individually in an attempt to improve the social sustainability of their supply chains. Thirdly,
we changed the name ‘sector initiatives’ to ‘coordinated company initiatives’, in order to accommodate the growing number of cross-sectoral, corporate-driven initiatives. Fourthly, under Multi-Stakeholder Initiatives (MSIs), we explicitly exclude MSIs in the domain of certification, which belong to
the category ‘sustainability certification’. Hence, we ended up with six (more or less) distinct categories, which are introduced in box 1.
Box 1: six categories of supply chain initiatives
1. Individual company initiatives under the broad banner of sustainable procurement/sourcing. Supplier
codes of conduct are the lead mechanism within this category.
2. Coordinated company initiatives by groups of companies (e.g. sector federations, trade federations) that
are active in one or several sectors. Their aim is typically to harmonise existing initiatives taken at a company level and to realise economies of scale, e.g., by sharing audit results or by drafting a collective code
of conduct.
3. Multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) are the product of cooperation between different stakeholders, which
typically include companies, civil society organisations, workers, and/or state actors. They can address a
specific issue (e.g. child labour, gender), sector, or geographical area, but they can also have a more
holistic approach.
4. Third-party certification involves companies that seek to comply with a standard set by a second (independent) organisation, which is monitored by a third organisation (usually through some form of social
auditing). Companies that are in compliance are awarded a label or certificate, which provides purchasers (another company or customers) with information about a specific issue (e.g. child labour, sustainable forestry) or range of issues (e.g. the CSR-performance of a supplier).
5. Global Framework Agreements are texts negotiated between (inter)national trade unions and MNCs,
which aim to ensure that the latter respect labour rights in all countries where they operate, and in some
cases also throughout their supply chains.
6. Socially responsible investment refers to initiatives that are primarily (but not exclusively) taken in the
financial sector to ensure that companies invest in socially sustainable sectors and/or activities.

As can be observed in Figure 1.4, individual company initiatives (23 companies) are clearly the dominant category, followed by third-party certification (14), coordinated company initiatives (13),
MSIs (6), Global Framework Agreements (2) and socially responsible investment (1). In short, selfregulation by companies (either through individual or coordinated company initiatives) continues to
dominate the scene. This observation is in line with the findings of a recent study of supply chain
initiatives by 449 companies active in the wood and paper-, textiles-, and food industry in 12 OECD-

9

OECD (2009). Overview of Selected Initiatives and Instruments Relevant to Corporate Social Responsibility. Annual report on the OECD
guidelines for Multinational Enterprises 2008. Retrieved from https://www.oecd.org/corporate/mne/40889288.pdf
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countries, which found that ‘internal company standards’ (supplier codes of conduct) are most
common, followed (by a wide margin) by ‘multi-stakeholder standards’.10

Figure 1.3

What types of initiatives are being reported?

In Table 1.1 (page 16), we indicate for all 53 Belgian companies whether they are reporting initiatives
in any given category. In addition, we included a column for companies that are not reporting any
supply chain initiatives. Table 1.1 does not allow us to make judgements about the coherence or
effectiveness of different companies’ approaches towards supply chain sustainability, and does not
provide us with any information on the number of initiatives that companies are reporting in any
given category. Still, it can provide us with a rough indication of the importance that each company
attaches to supply chain sustainability.
Arguably the most important observation is that 23 companies (43%) are not reporting any supply
chain initiatives. Amongst these non-reporters we find big names like Studio 100, Continental Foods
(which brings together big brands like Devos Lemmens, Royco, and Liebig), and Etex Building performance (the parent company of Eternit). In addition to these non-reporters, seven companies are
only referring to individual company initiatives (UCB, Balta Industries, Tony Goetz, Telenet, Jan de
Nul, Picanol, Agfa Gevaert). On the other side of the spectrum, we find nine companies (Umicore,
Solvay, Vamix, Puratos, AB Inbev, Sioen, Van de Velde, Alsico, BPost) that are referring to initiatives
in at least three different categories. It is interesting to note that one of these companies (Puratos)
does not have an official sustainability report. When looking across sectors, the most important
observation is that companies listed under ‘Food’ and ‘Textiles’ are reporting a more diverse set of
supply chain initiatives when compared to companies active in other sectors. Insofar as companies
in these other sectors are reporting any supply chain initiatives, they are mostly corporate-driven. We
return to these observations in more depth in the third section of this report.

10 Thorlakson, T., de Zegher, J. F., & Lambin, E. F. (2018). Companies’ contribution to sustainability through global supply chains.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 201716695.
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Table 1.1

Who is reporting what? An overview of supply chain initiatives by 53 Belgian companies

Company
initiatives

Joint
initiatives

MSIs

Certificati
on

GFAs

SRI

No
reporting

Chemistry & Pharma
UCB*



Solvay*







Argenx*



Galapagos*
Agfa Gevaert




Wood & paper
VPK paper




BerryAlloc
Igepa



Food
Vamix













Clarebout potatoes
Puratos



Alpro



Continental foods



Agristo



Crop's



AB InBev*



Spadel



Greenyard








Textiles
Ontex*



Balta industries








Chemitex
Bru Textiles



Sioen



Van de Velde









Alsico











Torfs



Building materials
Apok



Verhelst
bouwmaterialen



Etex building
performance



Defrancq



Deschacht



Beltrami



Metals
Tony Goetz



Umicore*



Metallo Belgium





Gold-commoditiesForex



Argentor essayeurs



SteelForce
Bekaert
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Table 1.1

Who is reporting what? An overview of supply chain initiatives by 53 Belgian companies
(continued)

Picanol



Barco





Finance
GBL*



Sofina*



Ackermans & VH*



Ageas*



Cofinimmo*



KBC*





Rest
BPost*



Proximus*



Telenet group
holding*



Colruyt*



Jan de Nul Group














Studio 100
TOTAL

23

13

6

14

2

1

23

Whither the quality of (social) sustainability reporting?

The aim of this first section was not to evaluate the quality of (social) sustainability reporting by
Belgian companies. Rather, we relied on the information made available in sustainability reports and
on company websites to take a snapshot of the initiatives that Belgian companies are taking to address
questions of social sustainability in their supply chains. Still, this exercise allows us to make a couple
of critical observations about the scope and quality of sustainability reporting, and the attention that
it pays (or does not pay) to supply chain sustainability.
While three out of five companies are reporting about sustainability issues in an official sustainability report or as part of an integrated annual report, the quality of this reporting varies widely in
terms of depth, coherence, and layout. Broadly speaking, we can
While a growing number of companies is beginning to
distinguish between two types of
acknowledge the importance of socially sustainable supply chains,
reports. A first type of reports is
the focus of sustainability efforts continues to lie on environmental
more systematic, and is in
accordance
with
international impacts and on philantropical activities. Insofar as social
concerns are addressed, these mostly relate to working conditions
reporting standards (prime amongst
inside the company.
which is the Global Reporting
Initiative or GRI). Many of these
more systematic reports also contain
a ‘materiality assessment’, through which companies identify and prioritise relevant (i.e. material)
sustainability issues. This materiality assessment may be more or less structured, and may or may not
involve consultations with different stakeholders. Examples of sustainability reports in this first
category include big BEL 20 listed companies like Solvay and Proximus. A second type of reports is
less systematic, lacks a clear methodology, and contains fragmented information on how companies
selectively address sustainability issues that arise from their activities. Examples of this latter type of
report include Jan de Nul or Greenyard.
However, while a growing number of companies is beginning to acknowledge the importance of
sustainable supply chains - eight out of twelve companies with a materiality assessment identifies

CHAPTER 1 | ESTABLISHING A BASELINE: WHO IS REPORTING HOW AND WHAT?

17

suppliers as a moderately to highly materially issue - the focus of most companies’ sustainability
reports continues to lie first and foremost on efforts to reduce the company’s environmental footprint, and on philantropical activities. Insofar as social concerns are being addressed, they mostly
relate to working conditions inside the company.11

11 This observation is in line with the findings of a recent study published by the Antwerp Management School. See Moratis, L. (2018).
Sustainable change: The state and face of sustainable business in Belgium. Retrieved from
https://www.antwerpmanagementschool.be/app/uploads/2018/06/AMS_Sustainable-Change-in-Belgium_Report_WEB_DEF.pdf
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What’s in a name: unpacking social
sustainability initiatives

In the first part of this report, we limited ourselves to a quantitative ‘stock-taking’ of supply chain
initiatives by a sample of (large) Belgian companies. We ended up with six more or less distinct categories, as well as one category for non-reporters. Yet so far, our analysis has revealed very little about
the actual content or scope of different supply chain initiatives, let alone about their effectiveness in
identifying and addressing problems related to the social sustainability of supply chains. In this section, we will therefore proceed with unpacking these different categories. More precisely, for each of
the categories except socially responsible investment,12 we present an overview of existing research,
and short case studies of specific initiatives reported by Belgian companies. This should allow us to
make a preliminary assessment of the relative strengths and shortcomings of each of our six categories.

Individual company initiatives: supplier codes of conduct

Table 2.1

Summary: strengths and weaknesses of supplier codes of conduct

Strengths

Weaknesses

- Can contribute to awareness-raising and organisational
learning
- Stepping-stone towards a more elaborate supply chain
approach
- Makes companies more vulnerable to public scrutiny

- Social objectives of supplier codes are often subordinated
to profit- and efficiency-oriented objectives
- Lack of (independent) external monitoring; various problems with social auditing
- Voluntary mechanism depend on goodwill of companies
involved
- Focus on narrow set of basic rights
- Often limited to tier-1 suppliers
- Influence of individual companies over suppliers is limited

The first category, individual company initiatives, refers to the range of initiatives that companies are
taking under the broad banner of sustainable procurement. In total, 23 companies in our sample are
reporting initiatives within the first category. By far the most widespread and most standardised
instrument in this category are supplier codes of conduct, with sixteen companies in our sample
reporting some form of supplier code.13 In the remainder of this section, we will therefore zoom in
on the strengths and shortcomings of supplier codes of conduct.

12 Initiatives in the category Socially Responsible Investment are not discussed further due to the specificity of the financial sector and
the indirect nature of supply chain risks.
13 These 16 companies are Umicore, Solvay, Agfa Gevaert, Vamix, Ontex, Balta Industries, Sioen, Van de Velde, Alsico, Bekaert, KBC,
BPost, Proximus, Telenet, Picanol, and Barco.
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Supplier codes of conduct: strengths and shortcomings 14

While codes of conduct have a decade-long history, the most recent wave of ‘code activity’ dates back
to the 1980s, when a growing number of companies tried to respond to growing concerns over the
social and ecological impact of their activities. While the codes of the 1980s focused primarily on
issues such as bribery, from the 1990s onwards a growing number of companies started adopting
supplier codes of conduct, which paid specific attention to working conditions and human rights in
supply chains. This proliferation of supplier codes also played an important role in the emergence of
a social auditing industry that is specialised in monitoring and verifying compliance with sustainability
standards - which include but are not limited to supplier codes (see box 2).
While the content of supplier codes may vary, they share a number of characteristics. They call on
suppliers to respect key labour rights, and often invoke international consensus standards like the
ILO core labour conventions on child labour, forced labour, non-discrimination, and freedom of
association and collective bargaining. Moreover, they typically call on suppliers to respect national
regulatory frameworks.
Critics have pointed at a number of structural shortcomings of supplier codes. Firstly, the efficiency- and profit-oriented objectives of companies and their suppliers often conflict with the social
objectives outlined in supplier codes. Secondly, supplier codes are voluntary mechanisms, and their
implementation depends upon the goodwill of the companies involved. Even where companies rely
on external verification, standard violations often go unnoticed due to the shortcomings of social
auditing systems (see box 2). Thirdly, supplier codes often focus on measurable indicators like working hours or the number of work-related accidents, while neglecting more structural problems and
‘enabling rights’ like freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining. Fourthly, supplier
codes often target tier-1 suppliers, and even where they apply to sub-suppliers, they fail to account
for the growing number of casual, informal, and home-based workers - precisely those categories of
workers that are most vulnerable to violations of fundamental labour and human rights. Finally, the
influence that individual companies wield over their suppliers is often very limited, particularly in the
case of SMEs.
Proponents argue that despite their voluntary character, supplier codes can contribute to instilling
a culture of sustainability in organisations. Moreover, they are often a stepping-stone towards other,
more sophisticated supply chain initiatives. And while codes of conduct are often (rightly) seen as a
defensive reaction on the part of companies to increased public scrutiny, they can actually make
companies more vulnerable to public scrutiny and claims of legal liability, because it becomes more
difficult for these companies to claim a lack of responsibility and knowledge about their supply chains.

14 The following overview is based on Bartley, T. (2007). Institutional emergence in an era of globalisation: The rise of transnational private
regulation of labor and environmental conditions. American journal of sociology, 113(2), 297-351; Egels-Zandén, N. (2014). Revisiting
supplier compliance with MNC codes of conduct: Recoupling policy and practice at Chinese toy suppliers. Journal of Business Ethics,
119(1), 59-75; Barrientos, S. (2008). Contract labor: The ‘Achilles heel’of corporate codes in commercial value chains. Development
and Change, 39(6), 977-990; Toffel, M. W., Short, J. L., & Ouellet, M. (2012). Reinforcing regulatory regimes: How states, civil society,
and codes of conduct promote adherence to global labor standards. Harvard Business School Working Paper, No. 13–045.
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Box 2: The social auditing industry and its critics15
The proliferation of supplier codes and other social compliance initiatives in recent decades went hand in
hand with the rise of a ‘social auditing industry’. For some time, this industry was dominated by traditional
auditing firms like PwC. Yet over time, new players emerged that specialised in monitoring and verifying the
compliance of companies and their suppliers with social sustainability standards. Today, key players include
TüV Rheinland, TüV Nord, Bureau Veritas, and SGS.
Today, there exists consensus in the academic literature that social audits often fail to detect and report violations of standards. At least in part, this can be related to conflicts of interest related to the relationship
between auditing firms and their clients, i.e., the companies that are being audited. As auditing companies
strive to maintain their clients, they have clear incentives to conduct lenient audits and keep auditing standards low. Even where auditors genuinely seek to hold companies accountable, standard violations are easily
swept under the carpet, and numerous instances have been identified whereby suppliers deliberately ‘trick’
buyers and auditors (e.g. through double bookkeeping or the falsification of time-cards). Further problems are
created by the confidentiality of audit results, which results in a lack of transparency and accountability. This
lack of external accountability has important ramifications for the scope and effectiveness of any corrective
action plans that suppliers are expected to produce following negative audit results.
Another important strand of criticism has focused on the selective nature of social audits. For one, the logic
of measurement and quantification that informs social auditing risks drawing attention away from more structural questions, such as a lack of worker participation. In addition, audits often focus selectively on a small
part of supply chains (usually so-called ‘tier 1 suppliers’) and therefore fail to account for the multitude of subsuppliers, sub-contractors, informal workers, and associated systems of labour exploitation that exist in global
supply chains.
Ultimately, Marx and Wouters conclude that even when leaving aside the question of corporate dominance
of the auditing system, social auditing remains a very ‘top-down, information driven and highly centralised
approach to monitoring’, which often fails to capture complex dynamics in global supply chains.16 To address
these shortcomings, social audits need to be complemented with participatory, bottom-up systems of monitoring that are open to local stakeholders, and have well-developed complaints and dispute mechanisms.

A critical assessment of eight Belgian supplier codes

To illustrate some of these critical observations about supplier codes, we will take a closer look at the
supplier codes of Belgian companies. Eight of the sixteen companies with a supplier code have made
it publicly available. We excluded the code of one company, Barco, because it is a generic code of
conduct developed by a sectoral alliance (the Responsible Business Alliance). On the other hand, we
included one document that is not explicitly referred to as a supplier code of conduct (Van de Velde’s
Ethical and Social charter), but meets all of its core characteristics. Below, we thus compare eight
supplier codes of conduct on the basis of four criteria. The results of this exercise are shown in
Table 2.2 on page 23-24. Here, we synthesise our key findings.
Coverage: Does the code apply only to suppliers, or also to associated companies or sub-suppliers?

Four of the eight codes apply only to ‘tier-1’ suppliers (Vamix, Picanol, AGFA, and Solvay). Three
codes (KBC, BPost, Proximus) also apply to suppliers’ associated companies (subsidiaries and parent
companies), while three codes (BPost, Solvay, Van de Velde) mention supplier’s own suppliers. Yet
these three latter codes differ in their choice of wording. Van de Velde’s charter mentions sub-suppliers, but does not specify whether and how the supplier code applies to them. Solvay encourages its
suppliers to adopt a similar approach towards their own suppliers, while BPost mentions that its
suppliers should apply the same approach to their own suppliers.

15 This overview is based on Barrientos, S. (2008). Contract labor: The ‘Achilles heel’of corporate codes in commercial value chains.
Development and Change, 39(6), 977-990.; Terwindt, C., & Armstrong, A. Oversight and Accountability in the Social Auditing Industry
- the Role of Social Compliance Initiatives. International Labor Review. Advance online publication.; and Lebaron, G., & Lister, J.
(2015). Benchmarking global supply chains: the power of the ‘ethical audit’regime. Review of International Studies, 41(5), 905-924.
16 Marx, A., & Wouters, J. (2013). Redesigning Enforcement in Private Regulation – The Case of International Labor Governance. KU
Leuven Working Paper No. 126. Retrieved from https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2371212
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Human and labour rights: What human and labour rights are mentioned? How detailed is the
discussion of these rights? What (if any) international conventions are referred to?

All eight codes stipulate compliance with the minimum standards set by the ILO, i.e., prohibition of
child labour and forced labour, non-discrimination, right to freedom of association and collective
bargaining. In addition to these core labour rights, the companies variably refer to other rights. BPost
undoubtedly goes the furthest in its discussion of different human and labour rights, referring not
only to minimum standards, but also to human dignity and regular employment. With the notable
exception of Picanol, all codes also refer to key international agreements or -conventions, prime
amongst which are the UN Global Compact (UNGC) and/or ILO-conventions.
Compliance monitoring/enforcement: Are there clear procedures for monitoring and verifying
compliance? Who is responsible for compliance monitoring? What are the consequences in cases of
non-compliance? Are different stakeholders participating in monitoring and enforcement?

One code (Vamix) mentions nothing about how compliance is monitored. Four other codes (Proximus, Van de Velde, Picanol, Solvay) mention procedures for compliance monitoring, but do not
specify what happens in cases of non-compliance. Three codes (KBC, BPost, Agfa) mention that
non-compliance may lead to the termination of contracts, but they do not elaborate on the conditions
under which this would actually occur, other than the fact that the termination of contracts is a ‘last
resort’. Significantly, only two codes (BPost and Proximus) raise the possibility of assessments by
external auditors, without specifying further when and how this should happen.
Integration into sustainability strategy: Is the supplier code of conduct a stand-alone document, or
does it form part of a broader approach to sustainable procurement?

For two companies (Picanol and Agfa), the supplier code of conduct is essentially a stand-alone
instrument the only instrument for sustainable procurement. For the six other companies, the supplier code is one of several documents and/or mechanisms used for sustainable procurement, which
may or may not involve some form of external verification. Yet this does not necessarily imply that
these sustainable procurement policies are more than a ‘sum of their parts’. Instead, with the exception of Solvay, none of the supplier codes analysed here contain explicit references to other sustainable procurement policies, let alone to an overarching sustainability strategy.

Synthesis: supplier codes of conduct

This short comparative analysis of Belgian companies’ supplier codes confirms several of the structural shortcomings that were identified in Section 2.1.1. Despite differences in content and scope,
they all read as more or less generic commitments to upholding fundamental labour and human
rights. Despite cursory references to suppliers’ associated companies or suppliers’ own suppliers, their
coverage effectively remains limited to tier-1 suppliers. Arguably most importantly, even the most
elaborate and most ambitious of the supplier codes (BPost) does not provide any hard guarantees for
supplier compliance. With the notable exception of BPost and Proximus, compliance monitoring
remains the exclusive task of the companies involved. This has clear implications for possible corrective actions that are undertaken in cases of non-compliance. In short, it is reasonable to conclude
that on their own, supplier codes of conduct are a weak instrument for improving the social sustainability of supply chains. Even where they have an impact on the ground, this impact is necessarily
limited to a narrow set of basic rights.
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Table 2.2

A closer look at eight Belgian supplier codes of conduct

Coverage

Human and labour rights

Monitoring and –enforcement

Other sustainable procurement
initiatives

Solvay Supplier code of
conduct

- Suppliers
- Suppliers encouraged to
adopt similar approach to
their own suppliers

- ILO core labour conventions, safe and
healthy working environment, working
hours, wages
- Level of specificity: medium
- Reference to UNGC

- Monitoring through TfS (Together for
Sustainability) methodology, by CSRcommittee
- Not specified what happens in cases of
non-compliance

- Human rights statement, responsible
purchasing and sustainable supply chains
statement, supplier handbook
- Responsible Minerals policy
- Screening of critical suppliers by
EcoVadis

Vamix Supplier code of
conduct

Suppliers

- Freedom of association, forced labour,
appropriate age
- Level of specificity: low
- Reference to UNGC

Not specified

- Sourcing charters for sustainable palm
oil, paper and cardboard packaging, soy

Bpost Supplier code of
conduct

- Suppliers and associated
companies
- Same approach should be
applied by suppliers

- ILO core labour conventions + safe and
hygienic working environment, working
hours, regular employment, human dignity
- Level of specificity: high
- References to universal declaration of
HR, ILO-conventions, other applicable
international, European, and national
laws

- Periodical assessments by Bpost or independent organisation (Ecovadis or equivalent)
- Violations considered breach of contractual obligations which may lead to termination.

- Elaborate sustainable procurement policies
- Reliance on EcoVadis platform for
assessing critical suppliers

Picanol (PsiControl)
Supplier code of conduct

Suppliers

- ILO core labour conventions + safe and
hygienic working environment, working
hours
- Level of specificity: high
- No reference to international conventions

- Dialogue, questionnaires, systematic
reporting or site audits
- Not specified further who monitors and
what happens in cases of non-compliance

No reference to other initiatives

KBC Sustainability Code
of Conduct for Suppliers

- Suppliers and associated
companies (‘where relevant’)

- ILO core labour conventions + working
hours, safe and healthy working environment
- Level of specificity: medium
- References to UNGC and ILO-conventions

- Interim screenings, but not specified
further
- If violations are not resolved within an
'appropriate' period of time, KBC has
the right to terminate contracts

- Human rights policy, statement on
modern slavery act
- Fairly elaborate ‘sustainability checks’ for
suppliers
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Table 2.2

A closer look at eight Belgian supplier codes of conduct (continued)

Coverage

Human and labour rights

Monitoring and –enforcement

Van de Velde Ethical and
Social Charter

Suppliers, sub-contractors, and
sub-suppliers

- ILO core labour conventions + safe and
healthy working environment, working
hours, liveable wages
- Level of specificity: low
- Reference to ILO-conventions

- ‘Control of suppliers; addressing concerns and taking corrective action; maintain procedures for communication and
stakeholder engagement’
- Not specified further who monitors and
how
- Not specified what happens in cases of
non-compliance

- Sustainable procurement policies
- Suppliers need to pass social audit by
external actor

Agfa Purchasing Supplier
Code of Conduct

Suppliers

- ILO core labour conventions + working
hours, wages, health and safety + attention for management system of suppliers
- Level of specificity: medium
- Reference to ILO-convention 138 (child
labour)

- Agfa will assess conformance and consider a supplier’s progress in its sourcing
decisions
- Suppliers are expected to correct nonconformance issues.
- Agfa will terminate the relationship as a
last resort

No reference to other initiatives

Proximus CSR clausule

Suppliers and associated companies

- ILO core labour conventions + health
and safety, liveable wages
- Level of specificity: medium
- No reference to international conventions

- CSR evaluation by third party is possible
(but conditions not outlined in CSR clausule)

- Assessment of high-risk and high-value
suppliers through EcoVadis
- Sustainability criteria integrated into tenders
- Specific attention for IT-procurement
(use of rFx-documents, contractual
clause that forbids use of conflict minerals
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Other sustainable procurement
initiatives

Coordinated company initiatives

Table 2.3

Summary: strengths and weaknesses of coordinated company initiatives

Strengths

Weaknesses

- Broader scope than individual company initiatives
- Groups of companies wield bigger influence over suppliers

- Social objectives conflict with efficiency- and profitoriented objectives
- Voluntary mechanism depend on goodwill of companies
involved
- Problems with external verification (social audits)

In line with the first category (individual company initiatives), the category ‘coordinated company
initiatives’ is highly heterogeneous - which should not come as a complete surprise when considering
that many of coordinated company initiatives have evolved from individual company initiatives. In
total, 13 out of the 54 companies in our sample are reporting six different coordinated company
initiatives (see Table 2.4). While these initiatives are highly diverse, they all aim to realise economies
of scale in the field of sustainable procurement. They usually revolve around some form of collective
code of conduct and/or a system for sharing audit results. Some of the reported initiatives go further,
by providing their members with additional support in the field of reporting or due diligence (e.g.
Sedex, the Responsible Minerals Initiative), or by working together with suppliers to improve their
performance. While coordinated company initiatives tend to have a broader scale and scope than
individual company initiatives, they also replicate many of their shortcomings. To illustrate this, we
will briefly zoom in on the joint company initiative that was most widely reported by the companies
in our sample: the Amfori BSCI.

Table 2.4

Overview of coordinated company initiatives reported by Belgian Companies

Name of initiative

Sector

Participating companies

National Alliance for sustainable palm oil

Agriculture

Vamix

Joint Audit Cooperation (JAC)

Telecom

Proximus

Together for Sustainability (TfS)

Chemistry

Solvay

Responsible Business Alliance (RBA) –
Responsible Minerals Initiative (RMI)

Cross-sectoral, but mainly
electronics and mining/metals

Barco, Bekaert, Metallo,
Umicore

Supplier Ethical Data Exchange (Sedex)

Cross-sectoral

Puratos, Van de Velde

Amfori Business Social Compliance Initiative
(BSCI)

Cross-sectoral

Greenyard, Ontex, Van de
Velde, Alsico, Colruyt

The Amfori BSCI (Business Social Compliance initiative) 17
Background

The BSCI was launched in 2003 by the Foreign Trade Association, a group of large European retailers,

as a harmonised system for improving the social performance of suppliers through the implementation of a collective supplier code of conduct.18 While it is sometimes presented by corporate members
as a certification system, compliance with the BSCI code of conduct does not lead to certification
17 This short case study of the BSCI is partly based on a report on the Social Auditing Industry that was recently published by the Clean
Clothes Campaign.
18 In 2018, the Foreign Trade Association changed its name to Amfori, and the BSCI was changed accordingly to Amfori BSCI.
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(although the BSCI encourages ‘achievers’ to obtain SA8000 certification). Since its inception, the
membership base of the BSCI has steadily grown, and it has gradually come to include companies
from a growing number of countries and sectors.19 While the BSCI has set up a mechanism for
reaching out to other stakeholders, in the form of a stakeholder council comprised of NGO-representatives, the role of this council is merely advisory, and civil society organisations argue that it is
nothing more than window-dressing.20
Contents of the standard

The BSCI code of conduct revolves around 11 principles that are based on key international standards and conventions (ILO, UN, OECD). It covers a wide range of labour rights, including but only
the ILO’s core labour rights, but also other rights such as fair remuneration (minimum wage or
approved through collective bargaining, whichever is higher), decent working hours, occupational
health and safety, and no precarious employment. Significantly, it applies both to suppliers and to
sub-suppliers. In short, when compared with the individual supplier codes of conduct that were discussed in Section 2.1, the BSCI code of conduct is fairly detailed and elaborate.
Compliance monitoring and corrective action

For compliance monitoring, the BSCI relies on SAI-accredited auditing firms. Since 2016, employees
of these companies are required to follow specific trainings before they can conduct BSCI-audits. In
line with the broader critique of social auditing, concerns have been raised over the lack of independence of auditing firms, low audit frequencies, and the fact that BSCI-audits are pre-announced.21 In
case of deficiencies, the BSCI system foresees provisions to encourage corrective action (in the form
of a corrective action plan that is drafted with the help of the BSCI), followed by a re-audit to measure
progress. While these provisions for corrective action represent a clear improvement over many
‘ordinary’ supplier codes of conduct, the initiative for implementing these corrective actions ultimately continues to lie with the BSCI-members and their suppliers (Merk & Zeldenrust, 2005).
Social impact

Finally, this leaves us with the question regarding the actual impact of the BSCI on social conditions
in supply chains. While it is extremely difficult to measure the impact of initiatives like the BSCI, in
recent years the BSCI has faced growing criticism from civil society organisations for its failure to
detect major violations of its code of conduct. For instance, BSCI-commissioned audits have been
conducted in several of the Bangladeshi garment factories that made global headlines for major incidents, the most infamous one being the Rana Plaza disaster in 2012.22 More broadly, as Sinkovics et
al. argue, the pressure for companies to comply with codes such as the BSCI code of conduct leads
many of them to selectively focus on the achievement of targets set by the code, while losing sight of
the bigger objective of trying to tackle the actual needs and concerns of ordinary workers. In the
process, rather than adding new social value, social compliance initiatives like the BSCI risk ‘destroying previously existing social value’, by shifting attention away from what matters most.23

19 Knudsen, J. S. (2016). The Growth of Private Regulation of Labor Standards in Global Supply Chains: Mission Impossible for Western
Small and Medium-Sized Firms? In Lindgree, A. (Ed.), Sustainable Value Chain Management: A research anthology (pp. 121-140).
Routledge.
20 Egels-Zandén, N., & Wahlqvist, E. (2007). Post-partnership strategies for defining corporate responsibility: The business social compliance initiative. Journal of Business Ethics, 70(2), 175-189.
21 Merk, J., & Zeldenrust, I. (2005). The Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI): A Critical Perspective. Clean Clothes Campaign,
Amsterdam. Retrieved from www. cleanclothes.org/ftp/05-050bsci_paper.pdf.
22 Sinkovics, N., Hoque, S. F., & Sinkovics, R. R. (2016). Rana Plaza collapse aftermath: are CSR compliance and auditing pressures effective? Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal, 29(4), 617-649.
23 Ibid.
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Synthesis: coordinated company initiatives

Many coordinated company initiatives (including social compliance initiatives like the Amfori BSCI)
emerged in response to the shortcomings of individual company initiatives. They usually have a
broader scale and scope, and groups of companies arguably wield a bigger influence over their suppliers than individual companies. Moreover, they often involve some form of external compliance
monitoring, which usually takes the form of social audits. At the same time, coordinated company
initiatives are what they are: voluntary and corporate-driven mechanisms that risk replicating many
of the shortcomings of individual company initiatives. This observation was clearly illustrated by our
case study of the Amfori BSCI, which revealed a range of structural shortcomings: from obvious
problems with (purportedly independent) compliance monitoring to a lack of meaningful social
impact. In short, while coordinated company initiatives may be an improvement over individual company initiatives, many structural problems remain unaddressed.

Global Framework agreements (GFAs)

Table 2.5

Strengths and weaknesses of Global Framework Agreements

Strengths

Weaknesses

- Bilateral and negotiated character increases legitimacy
- Emancipatory potential due to strong focus on ‘enabling
rights’ and mechanisms for promoting worker participation and social dialogue
- Joint mechanisms for compliance monitoring

- Limited sectoral and geographical reach
- Focus on MNC’s own operations, limited attention for
suppliers
- Implementation hinges upon effective worker representation

Global Framework Agreements (GFAs) are texts negotiated between MNCs and Global Union
Federations. They became increasingly popular during the 1990s and 2000s, when global unions
started seeing them as an alternative to unilateral (supplier) codes of conduct - at the time they even
referred to ‘negotiated codes of conduct’ or ‘agreements on codes of conduct’ (Müller et al.). Indeed,
the key difference between supplier codes and GFAs is the fact that the latter are a bilateral mechanism, which seeks to enable social dialogue at the local level, and wants to give workers a voice in
monitoring company compliance with the GFA.
While the content of GFAs may vary, they share a number of important characteristics.24 Firstly,
they stipulate compliance with core labour rights, which include (but are not limited to) the ILO core
labour conventions on child labour, forced labour, non-discrimination, and freedom of association
and collective bargaining. Particular attention is often paid to the latter two ‘enabling rights’. Secondly,
GFAs put in place joint monitoring mechanisms that involve both company - and worker representatives. Thirdly, while GFAs principally apply to an MNC’s own operations, in many cases they also
contain a supplier clause - although there exists substantial variation in the extent to which they
actually seek to ensure supplier compliance.

Strengths and shortcomings

Proponents emphasise the emancipatory character of GFAs, which seek to give workers a voice in
monitoring company activity, and wishes to promote social dialogue.25 This bilateral character of
GFAs is a clear step away from purely corporate-driven initiatives, and results in a greater sense of

24 Papadakis, K. (Ed.). (2011). Shaping global industrial relations: The impact of international framework agreements. Springer.
25 Niforou, C. (2012). International framework agreements and industrial relations governance: Global rhetoric versus local realities.
British Journal of Industrial Relations, 50(2), 352-373.
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ownership and legitimacy among different stakeholders. Ultimately, increased ‘buy-in’ may result in
higher degrees of corporate compliance.
Despite these obvious strengths, several shortcomings have also been identified. One is the limited
reach of GFAs. They are mostly concluded with European companies that have a longstanding tradition of social dialogue. Moreover, they are prominent in capital-intensive and vertically integrated
‘producer-driven’ chains (e.g. automotives, chemical industry); and are less common in fragmented
‘buyer-driven’ chains that depend on small producers in low- and middle-income countries, have
lower degrees of unionisation, and are particularly prone to violations of human and labour rights
violations (e.g. garments26, gold, or agricultural products like cocoa or coffee).27 Moreover, despite a
formal commitment to covering suppliers and in some cases even sub-suppliers, GFAs typically focus
primarily on the MNCs own operations. Finally, empirical analysis has revealed that a GFA’s impact
on working conditions depends upon a number of conditions, including genuine company commitment, and effective worker representation at the local level. Particularly this latter condition poses
challenges in environments where labour relations are highly contested, and where there are limited
opportunities for worker organisation.28

A closer look at two Belgian GFAs

Only two companies in our sample (Solvay and Umicore) currently have a GFA. In both cases, this
GFA was concluded with IndustriALL, the Global Union Federation for workers in mining, energy,
and manufacturing. We will take a closer look at these two GFAs, relying on the same criteria that
we used for our analysis of supplier codes of conduct in Section 2.1 (coverage, human and labour
rights, compliance monitoring, and integration into sustainability policy). In addition, we will pay
attention to the social dialogue procedures established by the GFA. Our empirical results are shown
in Table 2.6.

26 There are notable exceptions, including Inditex, the world’s biggest fashion retailer, which has concluded a GFA with IndustriAll.
27 Papadakis, K. (Ed.). (2011). Shaping global industrial relations: The impact of international framework agreements. Springer.
28 Fichter, M., & McCallum, J. K. (2015). Implementing global framework agreements: The limits of social partnership. Global Networks,
15(s1), S65-S85.

28

CHAPTER 2 | WHAT’S IN A NAME: UNPACKING SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES

Table 2.6

A closer look at two Belgian GFAs
Coverage

Human and labour
rights

Compliance
monitoring and
enforcement

IndustriAll –
Umicore GFA on
Sustainable
Development

- Companies over
which Umicore
exercises direct
control
- Umicore seeks
sustainable
suppliers, but
GFA does not
directly apply to
them

- ILO core labour
rights + working
conditions
(health and
safety, qualification, remuneration, working
time)
- References to
UN Declaration
of Human
Rights, ILOconventions

- Monitoring by
joint committee
composed of
management and
employee-representatives.
- Employee representatives can
have yearly meeting with representatives of one
Umicore site
where workers
are represented
by delegates of
union organisations affiliated
with IndustriAll
- No mechanisms
for monitoring
or enforcing supplier compliance

Joint monitoring
committee

Reference to sustainable procurement charter, code
of conduct, human
rights policy

IndustriAll –
Solvay GFA on
social
responsibility and
sustainable
development

- Companies over
which Solvay
exercises -direct
control
- Solvay communicates contents of
GFA to all suppliers and (sub-)
contractors and
encourages them
to comply.

- ILO Core labour
rights + working
conditions
(health and
safety, mobility
and employability, benefits)

- Annual review of
agreement by
IndustriAll and
Solvay on the
basis of indicators

Solvay Global
Forum to stimulate
social dialogue at
global level, conflict
resolution mechanisms at local level

Reference to Solvay
Care

- References to
ILO-conventions, OECDguidelines, ILO
tripartite declaration, UN guiding
principles, SDGs

Social dialogue
procedures

References to other
initiatives

- One of these
indicators is supplier compliance
with standards
- Serious violations by suppliers
that are not
remedied despite
previous warnings will lead to
termination of
contract

Coverage: Does the GFA apply only to suppliers, or also to associated companies or sub-suppliers?

Both GFAs principally apply to entities controlled by the company, while containing only cursory
references to suppliers. While Solvay’s GFA includes supplier compliance as one of the indicators
that will be monitored jointly by management- and worker representatives, and clearly states that
non-compliance may lead to the termination of contracts, it does not elaborate on how suppliers will
be monitored.
Human and labour rights: What human and labour rights are mentioned? How detailed is the
discussion of these rights? What (if any) international conventions are referred to?

Both GFAs stipulate compliance with minimum labour standards defined by the ILO (no forced
labour, no child labour, non-discrimination, right to freedom of association and collective bargaining). In addition, they refer to other working conditions related to health and safety, benefits, and
skills development. The Solvay-IndustriAll GFA in particular also refers to a broad range of international agreements and conventions in the field of human and labour rights.

CHAPTER 2 | WHAT’S IN A NAME: UNPACKING SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES

29

Compliance monitoring/enforcement: Are procedures outlined for monitoring and verifying
compliance? Who is responsible for compliance monitoring? What are the consequences in cases of
non-compliance? Are different stakeholders participating in monitoring and enforcement?

Both GFAs establish mechanisms for joint monitoring. Yet these mechanisms are established at the
global level, and it remains unclear whether and how the local situation will be monitored. For
instance, the Umicore-IndustriAll GFA mentions that employee representatives of the joint monitoring committee ‘can have every year a meeting with the employee representatives of one Umicore
site, where employees are represented by delegates of union organisations affiliated to IndustriAll’.
Yet it remains unclear how compliance is monitored at other sites, where worker representation is
less evident.
Social dialogue mechanisms: How is social dialogue promoted/institutionalised?

Here, a similar observation applies: while both GFAs establish procedures for social dialogue, these
procedures are primarily oriented towards the global level. However, Solvay’s GFA emphasises the
principle of subsidiarity - problems are dealt with at the lowest level possible - and establishes procedures for conflict resolution at the (sub-)national level.
Integration into sustainability strategy: Is the supplier code of conduct a stand-alone document, or
does it form part of a broader approach to sustainable procurement?

Finally, we are left with the question of whether the GFAs are integrated into the companies’ broader
sustainability strategy. It is probably important to note that both Solvay and Umicore often present
themselves as sustainability champions, and that both companies have in place a fairly elaborate system of sustainable procurement. In the case of Umicore’s GFA, it is interesting to note that while
the GFA does not strictly apply to suppliers, the GFA does contain several references to its sustainable procurement policies.

Global Framework Agreements: synthesis

While our analysis of two Belgian GFAs does not allow us to make conclusive judgements about
their impact on human rights and working conditions throughout supply chains, a few critical observations can be made. In the first instance, due to their bilateral character and their emphasis on social
dialogue and worker participation, GFAs are a clear improvement over purely corporate-driven initiatives. At the same time, it is important to recognise that many GFAs (including both Belgian GFAs)
do not pay central attention to suppliers, and instead apply principally to a company’s own operations.
Moreover, mechanisms for compliance monitoring and social dialogue established by GFAs illustrate
their essentially top-down character. While this need not be problematic - unions have democratically
organised institutions at different levels - this observation does raise concerns over their ability to
produce tangible change at the local level, particularly in environments without a tradition of worker
participation- and representation.29

29 Fichter, M., & McCallum, J. K. (2015). Implementing global framework agreements: The limits of social partnership. Global Networks,
15(s1), S65-S85.
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Third-party sustainability certification

Table 2.7

Summary: strengths and shortcomings of third-party certification

Strengths

Weaknesses

- Participation of non-corporate stakeholders
- Visibility contributes to awareness-raising about sustainability issues
- Reliance on external compliance monitoring

- Problems with compliance monitoring/auditing
- Competition between schemes can be counterproductive
- Existing evidence indicates limited social impact

Since the mid-2000s, sustainability certification has become increasingly popular. Certification
schemes typically revolve around a social and/or an ecological standard, as well as procedures for
monitoring compliance with this standard, which typically involve social audits30. When an organisation complies with the standard, it is awarded a certificate or label that can be used for external
communication. Notwithstanding these shared characteristics, there exists significant variation
between certification systems. Arguably the most important distinction is between first-, second-, and
third-party certification.31
- First-party certification refers to instances whereby companies monitor compliance with standards that
they have defined themselves (e.g. supplier codes of conduct).
- Second-party certification typically involves two organisations: one organisation (usually a company)
that applies for certification, and one organisation that develops a standard and monitors compliance (possibly relying on external auditors). Crucially, in cases of second-party certification, it is
difficult to establish the independence of both organisations (e.g. coordinated company initiatives
like the BSCI).
- Third-party certification refers to instances wherein one organisation applies for certification, under a
standard developed by another organisation (usually a multi-stakeholder body), which in turn
accredits a third organisation to monitor compliance (often a private consultancy firm or NGO).
The key distinction with second-party certification lies in the formal independence of the second
and third organisation from the company that applies for certification.
Given that examples of first- and second-party certification section were already discussed in previous
sections, this section zooms in on third-party certification, which is arguably the most ‘advanced’ and
most well-known type of certification. In total, fourteen companies (mostly in the categories wood
and paper, textiles, and food) in our sample refer to third-party certification schemes (see Table 2.8
for a complete overview). In what follows, we present a short synthesis of the certification literature,
before zooming in on the two most ‘popular’ third-party certification schemes t in our sample: the
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO).32

30 Marx, A. (2011). Global governance and the certification revolution: types, trends and challenges. In Levi-Faur (Ed.), Handbook on
the Politics of Regulation (pp. 590-603). Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.
31 Ibid.
32 We decided not to include a case study of PEFC, because its focus is very similar to that of FSC.
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Table 2.8

Third-party certification schemes reported by Belgian companies
RJC

Umicore

FSC

PEFC

RSPO

RTRS

UTZ







SA 8000 GOTS

BCI

STEP SMETA FLO-ETI
cert.



VPK



Igepa



Vamix





Alpro



Puratos







AB Inbev


Ontex



Chemitex





Sioen



Van de Velde





Alsico



BPost





Colruyt











6

4

4

2

3

TOTAL

Fairtrade

1

2





2

2


1

1

1

1

Strengths and shortcomings of third-party certification

Proponents claim that certification encourages producers to improve their environmental and social
performance, because it provides consumers with information about the sustainability of particular
goods and services, thus enabling them to make more informed choices.33 More broadly, sustainability certification can play an important role in raising awareness about sustainability issues. Compared to individual or coordinated company initiatives - which can thus be seen as examples of
first - and second-party certification - the institutional set-up of third-party certification systems is
usually more inclusive, which enhances their legitimacy. Meanwhile, the independence of the standard-setting organisation and third-party verification organisation should theoretically enable for more
effective and independent compliance monitoring.
Yet as third-party sustainability certification has become more popular, criticism has grown as well.
Much of this criticism has focused on the now familiar problems with social auditing (see box 2,
page 22). Others focus on the perverse effects
of competition between certification schemes,
The biggest problem for many third-party which not only entails risks for duplication, but
certification mechanisms is that they fail to also creates confusion amongst consumers and
meaningfully improve the situation of their intended producers.34 Arguably the most important point
of criticism is the alleged inability of many susbeneficiaries.
tainability certification schemes to meaningfully
improve the situation of their intended
beneficiaries. While this latter point of criticism has initially focused on individual certification
schemes such as Fairtrade,35 a number of more systematic reviews have recently questioned the
effectiveness of sustainability certification altogether. For instance, Oya et al. conclude that while
agricultural certification may have (slightly) positive effects on the income of smallholder farmers,

33 Blackman, A., & Rivera, J. (2011). Producer‐level benefits of sustainability certification. Conservation Biology, 25(6), 1176-1185.
34 Lambin, E. F., & Thorlakson, T. (2018). Sustainability standards: Interactions between private actors, civil society, and governments.
Annual Review of Environment and Resources, 43, 369-393.
35 See e.g. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/aug/04/fairtrade-benefits-supermarkets-global-south-outdated-model
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they rarely improve the situation of ordinary farmworkers.36 In a recent report on the cocoa and tea
sector, LeBaron bluntly notes that the standards set by ethical certification schemes are routinely
violated by employers, and that these schemes ultimately have ‘little to no impact on labour
standards’.37
Ultimately, growing concerns over third-party certification have led to a sense of ‘certification
fatigue’. While these concerns are genuine, it is important to recognise that there also exists evidence
that in some instances, certification can indeed have positive impacts on the ground. Yet this impact
depends not only on the institutional features of particular certification schemes, but also on the
specific context in which they are implemented.38 Below, we try to tease out some of the strengths
and shortcomings of third-party certification through short case studies of two certification schemes:
the FSC and the RSPO. To guide this analysis (which is summarised in Table 2.8, page 37), we identified four determinants for assessing the legitimacy and effectiveness of certification schemes: inclusiveness, contents of the standard, compliance monitoring, and social impact.

The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC)
Inclusiveness: Are different stakeholder groups equally represented in the standard-setting
organisation?

The FSC was founded in 1993 with strong backing from WWF, and in 1994 its founding members
approved a set of 10 principles for sustainable forestry management, which relate both to environmentally appropriate, - socially beneficial -, and economically viable forest management. The FSC is
overseen by a general assembly, and is comprised of a range of multi-stakeholder bodies that operate
at the international, national, and regional level. Each of these bodies was designed to ensure equitable
representation of all stakeholders, and operates on the basis of a unique tripartite structure comprised
of three chambers that respectively represent business, environmental NGOs, and social groups.39
Due to this inclusive and participatory structure, the FSC is often cited as a model multi-stakeholder
initiative. However, critical observers have argued that corporate interests dominate the tripartite
system, which is due at least in part to the inability of under-resourced civil society organisations to
adequately fulfil their role.
Contents of the standard: Is there a balance between social and ecological issues? What social and
labour rights are targeted? Does the standard attempt to improve the situation of ordinary workers?

While the FSC was initially anticipated as a mechanism to deal with the environmental impacts of the
forestry sector, it gradually started paying more attention to economic and social issues. Specifically,
principle 2 covers ‘Workers rights and employment conditions’, and requires organisations to ‘maintain or enhance the social and economic wellbeing of workers’. Specifically, the organisation is
required to uphold labour rights as defined in the ILO-conventions; to promote gender equality; to
implement health and safety measures; to pay living wages; to provide workers with job-specific training and supervision; and to install grievance mechanisms that are accessible to workers.

36 Oya, C., Schaefer, F., & Skalidou, D. (2018). The effectiveness of agricultural certification in developing countries: A systematic review.
World Development, 112, 282-312.
37 LeBaron, G. (2018). The Global Business of Forced Labor: Report of Findings. SPERI & University of Sheffield. Retrieved from
http://globalbusinessofforcedlabor.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Report-of-Findings-Global-Business-of-Forced-Labor.pdf
38 Oya, C., Schaefer, F., & Skalidou, D. (2018). The effectiveness of agricultural certification in developing countries: A systematic review.
World Development, 112, 282-312.
39 Moog, S., Böhm, S., & Spicer, A. (2015). The limits of multi-stakeholder governance forums: The crisis of the Forest Stewardship Council
(FSC). Journal of Business Ethics, 128, 469-493.
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Compliance monitoring: Is there a system for compliance monitoring? Who is responsible? Is there a
form of liability for companies? Is there a dispute- and complaints mechanism that is accessible to
local stakeholders?

FSC requires the full traceability of wood produced from certified forests (chain of custody
approach). It relies on third-party audits by auditors who accredited to FSC, and landowners must
submit to 5-year certification audits and annual surveillance audits.40 The FSC has also undertaken
efforts to ensure the transparency of the certification process at the local level, by requiring the public
availability of audits, and by installing clear complaints procedures at the regional, national and global
level.41 At the same time, critics have noted that the relationship between companies and FSCaccredited auditors is too close for comfort, which has repeatedly led to the certification of noncompliant forestry practices42. Moreover, complaint mechanisms have been described as inaccessible,
although the FSC has undertaken attempts to deal with this problem. At least in part, these problems
is attributable to the downward pressures faced by FSC, and its attempts to increase its market share
in the face of growing competition from other forest certification schemes.
Social impact: What is the evidence on the impact on human and labour conditions throughout
supply chains?

Although evidence on the actual social impact of FSC-certification is limited, one study has compared
non-certified and FSC-certified forest management units in Cameroon, Gabon, and DRC. Significantly, it found that certified units provide better working and living conditions for workers and their
families.43 At the same time, the FSC has also faced staunch criticism from wood workers in Malaysia
that decry the lack of attention for key labour rights. In particular, despite the FSC’s commitment to
upholding workers’ rights, workers of Sabah Forest Industries indicate that they have been unable to
exercise their right to freedom of association, as the company has failed to recognise a workers’
union.44 In recent years, FSC has attempted to respond to this criticism by paying more attention to
social and labour rights, amongst others by approving an additional set of criteria based on the ILO’s
core labour conventions.45 Ultimately, however, social considerations still play second fiddle when
compared to ecological issues.

The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO)
Inclusiveness: Are different stakeholder groups equally represented in the standard-setting
organisation?

The RSPO was established in 2004 as a multi-stakeholder initiative by (amongst others) WWF, Unilever, and the Malaysian Palm Oil Association. It includes members from seven categories of nonstate actors: growers, processors and traders, manufacturers of consumer goods, retailers, financial
institutions, environmental NGOs and social organisations. In addition, the RSPO adheres to a for-

40 Overdevest, C. (2010). Comparing forest certification schemes: the case of ratcheting standards in the forest sector. Socio-Economic
Review, 8(1), 47-76.
41 Moog, S., Böhm, S., & Spicer, A. (2015). The limits of multi-stakeholder governance forums: The crisis of the Forest Stewardship Council
(FSC). Journal of Business Ethics, 128, 469-493.
42 Piketty, M. G., & Drigo, I. G. (2018). Shaping the implementation of the FSC standard: the case of auditors in Brazil. Forest Policy and
Economics, 90, 160-166.
43 Cerutti, P. O., Tacconi, L., Nasi, R., & Lescuyer, G. (2011). Legal vs. certified timber: preliminary impacts of forest certification in Cameroon. Forest Policy and Economics, 13(3), 184-190.
44 See https://www.bwint.org/cms/workers-call-on-fsc-to-take-action-against-violations-of-labor-rights-176
45 See https://ic.fsc.org/en/news-updates/id/1956
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mal North-South balance: it has a similar number of members from developing and developed countries.46 Despite this multi-stakeholder design, the RSPO has repeatedly been criticised for having a
bias towards big business, while the influence of smallholders and other local stakeholders and indirect, as they are represented indirectly by NGOs.47 Significantly, it has been pointed out that various
barriers prevent the implementation of the RSPO-standard among smallholder producers, despite
them being a key player in the global palm oil market.48
Contents of the standard: Is there a balance between social and ecological issues? What social and
labour rights are targeted? Does the standard attempt to improve the situation of ordinary workers?

RSPO requires the full traceability of palm oil produced by certified oil mills and their suppliers.
Certified mills and their suppliers need to meet RSPO-principles, which were published in 2007 and
deal with a range of issues in the field of transparency, environmentally sound management, and
social issues. Specifically, principle 6 deals with the ‘Responsible consideration of employees and of
individuals and communities affected by growers and mills’, and requires companies to (amongst
other things) conduct social impact assessments; install a system for dealing with complaints and
grievances; pay living wages to workers; respect freedom of association and the right to collective
bargaining; not use forced or child labour; practice non-discrimination; and treat smallholders fairly. .
Compliance monitoring: Is there a system for compliance monitoring? Who is responsible? Is there a
form of liability for companies? Is there a dispute- and complaints mechanism that is accessible to
local stakeholders?

RSPO relies on third-party audits for monitoring compliance. It has developed an audit checklist for
assessing compliance with RSPO principles. However, the RSPO audit system has been criticised by
NGOs, who decry ‘a lack of intent to identify shortcomings and hold companies to the standards of
the RSPO’, which is due at least in part to the relationship between auditors and RSPO-certified
companies.49 In addition to its audit system, the RSPO has established a complex and multi-tiered
complaint system. The central decision making body within this complaints system is the Complaints
Panel. Yet before complaints reach the complaints panel, they typically pass through a Dispute
Settlement Facility that provides a framework for facilitating dialogue between parties. While formal
barriers to entry are low (complaints procedures are open to both members and non-members, there
are no formal evidentiary requirements or time limits), informal barriers for local stakeholders persist,
including cultural and geographical barriers, and a de facto reliance on NGOs. Other concerns have
been raised about the independence of the complaints system from the RSPO board. Penalties are
available (revocation of certificates or membership) but are rarely applied.

46 Von Geibler, J. (2013). Market-based governance for sustainability in value chains: conditions for successful standard setting in the
palm oil sector. Journal of Cleaner Production, 56, 39-53.
47 Pye, O. (2010). The biofuel connection – transnational activism and the palm oil boom, The Journal of Peasant Studies, 37 (4), 851874.
48 Brandi, C., Cabani, T., Hosang, C., Schirmbeck, S., Westermann, L., & Wiese, H. (2015). Sustainability standards for palm oil: Challenges
for smallholder certification under the RSPO. The Journal of Environment & Development, 24(3), 292-314.
49 Environmental Investigation Agency (2015). Who watches the watchmen? Auditors and the breakdown of oversight in the RSPO.
Retrieved from https://drive.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-Who-Watchesthe-Watchmen-FINAL.pdf
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Social impact: What is the evidence on the impact on human and labour conditions throughout
supply chains?

NGOs like Amnesty International50 and Somo51 have documented widespread labour rights and
human rights violations by RSPO-certified companies. The failure to detect these violations is seen
as a product of structural flaws in the auditing system.52 Moreover, social issues are rarely addressed
through the complaints system, and three quarters of complaints have dealt with land issues. Existing
research indicates that in the limited number of cases where smallholders can be reached, RSPOcertification can provide them with clear socio-economic benefits related to increases in yields and
productivity improvements.53

Table 2.9

Case studies of sustainability certification and social compliance initiatives

Inclusivity

Contents

Compliance
monitoring

Social impact

Formally inclusive tripartite structure dominated by corporate
actors

Gradual shift from
environmental focus
towards more balanced
approach. E.g. principle 2 pays central
attention to working
conditions

Audits conducted by
accredited auditors, but
concerns over corporate influence. Clear
complaints procedure,
but concerns over
accessibility

Evidence is mixed

Formally inclusive
multi-stakeholder
structure (e.g. NorthSouth balance) dominated by corporate
actors
Local communities rely
on external actors
(NGOs) for representation
Barriers prevent smallholder certification

Balance between ecological and social
issues. Principle 6 outlines fairly broad range
of labour rights

Multi-tiered complaints
system hampered by
informal barriers to
entry.
Concerns over independence of complaints and auditing
system

Evidence is mixed:
while smallholders may
benefit, human- and
labour rights violations
have been identified on
RSPO-certified plantations

Synthesis

When looking purely at their institutional design, third-party certification schemes such FSC and
RSPO are a clear improvement over purely corporate-driven initiatives. Most importantly, their multistakeholder design should enable the participation of non-corporate stakeholders in standard setting
and/or compliance monitoring. There is also a clear ‘stick’ in cases of non-compliance, in that companies risk losing their certificate. At the same time, our two case studies clearly demonstrate the
limitations of third-party certification systems, which continue to face many of the shortcomings of
corporate-driven mechanisms, including problems with compliance monitoring (social auditing) and
a continued dominance of corporate actors over the certification process. Moreover, many certification mechanisms do not necessarily seek to improve social conditions for ordinary workers, but
50 Amnesty International (2016). The Great Palm Oil Scandal. Retrieved from
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/ASA2151842016ENGLISH.PDF
51 Somo (2017). Palming off responsibility: Labor rights violations in the Indonesian palm oil industry. Retrieved from
https://www.somo.nl/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/CNV-report-Palming-Off-Responsibility.pdf
52 Environmental Investigation Agency (2015). Who watches the watchmen? Auditors and the breakdown of oversight in the RSPO.
Retrieved from https://drive.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-Who-Watchesthe-Watchmen-FINAL.pdf
53 Brandi, C., Cabani, T., Hosang, C., Schirmbeck, S., Westermann, L., & Wiese, H. (2015). Sustainability standards for palm oil: Challenges
for smallholder certification under the RSPO. The Journal of Environment & Development, 24(3), 292-314.
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instead focus on objectives like reducing deforestation, or increasing the income of smallholder
farmers.

Multi-Stakeholder Initiatives (MSIs)

Multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSI) cover a diverse group of initiatives in which companies work
together with non-state actors, and sometimes also with state actors, to improve the governance of
supply chains and/or to tackle sustainable development challenges. They can address a specific issue
(e.g. child labour, gender), sector, or geographical area, but can also adopt a more holistic approach.
Based on this description, both GFAs (Section 2.3) and many third-party certification schemes (Section 2.4) also qualify as MSIs. Yet given their specific focus on social dialogue and certification, we
decided to discuss them separately in this report.
A first generation of MSIs emerged in response to growing concerns over the failure of corporateled efforts to clean up supply chains. They were widely perceived as embodying a shift from ‘confrontation’ (between civil society and business) to ‘collaboration’.54 Many of these first generation
MSIs still revolved around self-regulation, with the role of civil society organisations being limited to
participation in dialogues on good practices, providing technical expertise, participation in the governance of social and environmental upgrading, and assessing company policies and -performance.
The critiques levelled against these first generation MSIs mimicked those of corporate-driven initiatives and third-party certification initiatives, focusing (amongst others) on the lack of effective and
independent compliance monitoring, and the failure to produce tangible change at the local level. In
an attempt to grapple with these challenges, civil society organisations not only started advocating
for binding government regulation,55 but also pushed for MSIs with a hybrid character, i.e., combining ‘softer’ incentives and ‘harder’ regulatory elements. While these ‘second generation MSIs’ vary
in scope and content, the Dutch agreements on International Responsible Business Conduct (IRBC,
better known as ‘convenanten’) and several recent initiatives in Germany (on cocoa, palm oil, bananas, tourism, and textiles) serve as good example of second generation MSIs.
Zooming in on the Belgian situation, we find six companies that report about their participation in
six different MSIs (see Table 2.10). Yet only four of these MSIs have an explicit focus on supply
chains: three convenanten (textiles, food, and natural stone) and the Fair Wear Foundation (an example
of independent civil-society and business regulation in the garment sector). The two remaining MSIs
(the Belgian SDG Charter and Business and Society Belgium)56 have a broader and more open-ended
mission, and lack specific goals and strategies in the area of sustainable supply chains. In the remainder of this section, we will take a closer look at the Dutch IRBC agreements (also known as covenants), which are now widely perceived as the ‘new kid on the block’ in the world of supply chain
initiatives.

54 Reed, A. M., Reed, D., & Utting, P. (Eds.). (2013). Business regulation and non-state actors: Whose standards? Whose development?
Routledge.
55 Ibid.
56 Business & Society Belgium merged in 2017 with Kauri vzw into The Shift. This new collaborative business-driven platform has a broad
agenda connected to the implementation of the SDGs. In 2018, they became more active on the topic of sustainable supply chains
through their role as a broker for a new MSI in the area of sustainable Belgian chocolate ('Beyond Chocolate' partnership for sustainable chocolate).
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Table 2.10

Overview of MSIs reported by Belgian companies

Name of initiative

Sector

Participating companies

IRBC Agreement on Sustainable Garments and
Textile (Covenant)

Garments and textiles

Alsico

Fair Wear Foundation

Garments and textiles

Van de Velde

IRBC Agreement for the Food Products Sector
(Covenant)

Food industry

Greenyard

IRBC Agreement for Natural Stone (Covenant):
in negotiation

Construction (natural stone)

Beltrami

Belgian SDG Charter

Various (service industry)

Bpost

Business & Society Belgium

Food industry

AB Inbev

The Dutch IRBC agreements (covenanten)
Origins and scope

While the idea of setting-up sectoral MSIs to improve the sustainability of supply chains had been
around for some time in the Netherlands, it turned into a reality in the wake of the Rana Plaza tragedy
in April 2013. Rana Plaza was the final trigger, which reinforced evolving views about CSR in the
Netherlands. An active civil society had grown increasingly frustrated with the slow pace of change
and the limited impact of existing CSR-initiatives. On the business side as well, there was growing
awareness of the need to develop a more comprehensive approach that involved as many companies
as possible. Finally, broader political changes played a role. In the run-up to Rana Plaza, the erstwhile
minister of development cooperation had already announced new plans to promote the role of the
private sector in development, in line with the overall policy agenda of the liberal government. The
minister wanted to give a clear signal to her own constituency and to the public that these private
sector-oriented policies would go hand in hand with ambitious initiatives to reduce the social and
ecological footprint of business activity. The Sociaal-Economische Raad (SER) was appointed as an
independent intermediary to convene negotiations between different stakeholders, which eventually
led to the first covenant (in July 2016), which covered the textiles and garment sector.
The IRBC agreements bring together companies, business federations, and civil society actors. The
government plays a complex balancing act inside the whole process. By openly supporting the IRBC
agreements, it refrains from a purely regulatory role. Instead, it takes up the role of ‘orchestrating’
activities of other actors through a least four57 different roles. One, it uses its soft power to bring
tougher business actors and civil society organisations. Secondly, it provides resources and legitimacy
by funding the SER secretariat (which facilitates the IRBC-process) as well as specific IRBC activities
(e.g., mapping supply chains or conduct research on collective supply chain challenges). Thirdly, the
government can reinforce the impact of specific IRBC agreements by integrating them in their procurement practices. Finally, the government gives a mandate to the SER to act as an independent
arbiter, to monitor the quality of annual progress reports of individual companies, and to host the
complaints and disputes mechanism (in the case of the textiles and garment sector).
At the start of 2019, eight58 IRBC agreements had already been concluded: garments and textiles,
banking, gold, forestry, vegetable protein, food products, insurance and pension funds. The IRBC

57 Aside from these four roles, the government commits to a range of other tasks and policy intentions (see for example, the IRBC
Agreement on Sustainable Garment: section on ‘Policy coherence and the role of government’, p. 18).
58 An additional MSI was concluded in the coal sector as early as 2014. This MSI agreement envisages social and ecologcal upgrading
of the coal supply chain, but it differs in a number of areas from the IRBC agreements. It was negotiated between the ministry of
foreign affairs and five Dutch energy firms, but excludes NGOs/trade unions as contracting partnerss. It is not listed on the website
www.internationalrbc.org. (Evaluation of the Dutch ICSR policy Terms of reference, IOB Netherlands, 2 January 2018).
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agreement on natural stone was in an advanced stage, while three more agreements are being negotiated: metallurgy, floriculture, and agriculture. The assumptions59 underpinning the IRBC agreements is that knowledge pooling, spill overs of good practices and increased mutual trust will generate
substantial and mutual benefits. Below, we shortly evaluate the institutional set-up of the IRBC agreements on the basis of the five criteria that were previously outlined, before attempting to assess their
effectiveness. Given the lack of existing research, this assessment is based on an earlier study of
HIVA, and a review of recent documentation provided on the IRBC website.
Institutional characteristics
Coverage: Does the agreement apply only to suppliers, or also to associated companies or subsuppliers?

The coverage varies between the different agreements, but in principle the OECD Due Diligence
Guidelines are taken as a reference point for guiding the scope of the risk assessment by Dutch
companies. The level of transparency increases each year. In the specific case of the IRBC Agreement
on Sustainable Garments, by year 3 the engagement is supposed to cover the entire supply chain,
including raw materials suppliers, spinning mills, weaving mills and dye works. Garments companies
are expected to provide the SER Secretariat with the following information, which the secretariat will
then treat as confidential:
- from year 1: countries where products are manufactured; for each of these countries: production
locations (names and addresses), production processes concerned, and turnover (as a percentage
of their own turnover and in euro);
- from year 2: raw materials used in collections and risks identified in the use of these raw materials;
- from year 3 (at the latest): subsequent linkages in production- or supply chain (including raw materials suppliers, spinning mills, weaving mills and dye works).
Human and labour rights: What human and labour rights are mentioned? How detailed is the
discussion of these rights? What (if any) international conventions are referred to?

The precise content of the IRBC agreements varies, but there is a minimum set of requirements. The
ILO core labour conventions are referenced in all IRBC agreements. In essence, every agreement
requires participating companies (1) to conduct a due diligence assessment of its supply chain, (2) to
develop an action plan to address problems, (3) to report on progress made, and (4) to participate in
collective activities. The IRBC agreements contain many references to the OECD Due Diligence
Guidelines, and the overall process and corresponding engagements described in each of the agreements include many steps of a formal due diligence process. In the particular case of the garments
and textiles agreement, collective activities with all companies revolve around a long list of thematic
axes, of which four are now being looked at: child labour, living wage, human rights violations and
freedom of association, and environment. The thematic areas of collective action looked at in working groups differ between IRBC agreements as the risks and possible solutions vary widely.
Compliance monitoring/enforcement: Are procedures outlined for monitoring and verifying
compliance? Who is responsible for compliance monitoring? What are the consequences in cases of
non-compliance? Are different stakeholders participating in monitoring and enforcement?

Companies participate in the agreements on a voluntary basis, but once they are in, they are expected
to comply with the mandatory stipulations set out in the agreement, with the risk of being expelled
in case of non-compliance. The covenant on textiles and garments goes further than the other IRBC
59 Evaluation of the Dutch ICSR policy Terms of reference, IOB Netherlands, 2 January 2018.
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agreements in two important ways. Firstly, a dispute and complaints mechanism is developed to provide victims of violations with access to remediation. It is the responsibility of individual companies
to ensure that workers are informed about this mechanism, and have access to it. Secondly, participating companies are expected to provide full transparency about their suppliers, although this information is only accessible by the SER secretariat. The SER makes available aggregate overviews to the
broader audience, and it identifies regional patterns in order to prioritise future social and environmental upgrading efforts. Available enforcement mechanisms can be qualified as ‘soft power’, as at
least for now there are no legal consequences if companies fail to comply. However, the fact that
companies are monitored by a strategic body that is connected with the state (the SER) lends credibility to the enforcement process, and is arguably an important improvement over social audits performed by private companies.60
Social dialogue mechanisms: How is social dialogue promoted/institutionalised?

Freedom of association is referred to in each of the IRBC agreements, and receives additional attention in a collective trajectory in some agreements. IRBC agreements are negotiated between all the
Dutch stakeholders, but there is no participation of stakeholders from producer countries. On the
workers’ side, the idea is that the Dutch trade unions (and sometimes also the NGOs) represent trade
unions (and NGOs) in producer countries. While this set-up is perfectly understandable from a
logistical perspective, it has been criticised as a weak spot in the governance of the IRBC agreements.

Strengths and shortcomings

Given that they are a relatively recent phenomenon, it is still too early to evaluate the experiences
with second generation MSIs like the IRBC agreements in the Netherlands. Still, a couple of critical
observations can be made. On the positive side, most stakeholders seem to consider these initiatives
as safe ‘laboratories’ for experimenting with new approaches, building trust around sensitive topics,
and improving dialogue that may lead to effective collaboration on the ground. Moreover, the inclusion of both trade unions and NGOs61 increases the chance that there is broad societal support for
the outcomes of IRBC agreements. One positive side effect is the capacity development that happens
at the meso-level: the partnership secretariats that are hosted by intermediary structures like the SER
and GIZ (the German development agency responsible for supporting the MSIs) are getting unique
insights into the complexities of social and environmental upgrading in global supply chains. Their
participation increases the legitimacy and credibility of these initiatives.
There are also a couple of important shortcomings. One is the resource intensity of this approach,
both for the government and for other stakeholders. Several observers are wondering whether this
approach can realistically be applied to other (more low profile) sectors. Secondly, while MSIs are
meant to establish a level playing field for business, this stage has not yet been reached. In particular,
in the absence of a European initiative, Dutch and German companies are worried that they might
be at a comparative disadvantage. More broadly, there is the issue of fragmentation between countries, and a lack of international coordination. For this reason, the Netherlands and Germany have
recently attempted to align ongoing processes in both countries (see box 3). There is also a risk of
fragmentation across sectors, and an associated lack of cross-sectoral benchmarking. Despite the fact
60 This is similar to the successful role that is played by ILO in the implementation of the Better Work programme in the garment sector.
It is well documented in different studies (eg. Posthuma, A et al. (2017) Coordinated governance in global value chains: supranational
dynamics and the role of the International Labor Organisation, New Political Economy, 22:2, p. 186-202).
61 Traditional social dialogue involves negotiations between companies and trade unions (bipartite), or with the government as a third
party (tripartite). In the IRBC agreements, it is acknowledged that trade unions have not been able to organise workers in several
sectors in low income countries. Over time, several specialised international NGOs (Oxfam, HIVOS, ...) have entered this field of work.
They can also be a signing party to the IRBC agreements. In some cases, NGOs have refrained from signing an agreement: for
example, one of the leading NGOs initiatives, the Clean Clothes Campaign, is not part of the IRBC Agreement on Sustainable Garment.
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that similar actors are involved in leading the different sectoral negotiations, there is currently no
evidence of a ‘rising tide’ in the content of the agreements. For instance, the agreement to work on
living wage in textile and garments sector is not used as a benchmark other sectoral negotiations.
Thirdly, the dispute and complaints mechanism still needs to prove its added value, and can only
serve its purpose if its intended beneficiaries (i.e. ordinary workers) know about it, trust it and are
able to use it62. Finally, CSOs remain critical about corporate commitments, about the lack of quantitative and tangible targets in the annual action plans prepared by each company, and about the
difficulty of assessing progress solely on the basis of monitoring reports.
Box 3: Cooperation between Netherlands and Germany on HRDD in the garment sector63
In January 2018, the German and Dutch multi-stakeholder initiatives in the garment sector signed a cooperation agreement. The core objective is to support companies in implementing due diligence, by harmonising
sustainability requirements. Through an associated membership, member companies can participate in initiatives in both countries under simplified conditions. In addition, member companies will work on joint projects
to improve working conditions in high-risk areas, and will benefit from knowledge sharing and support by both
secretariats. Cooperation between companies and working with local stakeholders (e.g. producers, governments, trade unions and NGOs) is expected to increase the leverage of companies involved. Over time, both
countries expect the EU to play a role in mainstreaming this approach at the EU level, so that any risks for
competitive disadvantages are minimised.
(Source: presentation of partnership agreement in Paris, January 2018)

Synthesis: multi-stakeholder initiatives

The Dutch IRBC agreements are arguably amongst the most advanced initiatives discussed in this
report. While membership is voluntary, it entails clear expectations and obligations in terms of identifying supply chain risks, taking efforts to address them, and reporting on these efforts. The IRBC
agreements go beyond merely using peer pressure as an incentive system for companies to comply.
We have argued that, in line with the role played by ILO in the global governance of the garment
sector through the Better Work programme, the involvement of the SER secretariat in the IRBC
agreements increases the legitimacy and credibility of the monitoring and enforcement process. At
the same time, it remains to be seen whether MSIs can meet the high expectations. While companies
and civil society organisations seem to be content with the progress made so far, frustration is growing.64 While civil society organisations want tighter regulatory frameworks and monitoring procedures, some companies feel that it is ‘too much, too quickly’. This indicates that there exists confusion
about mid-term and long-term goals of this type of partnerships. A notable exception is the partnership agreement in the gold sector, which is working towards the 2021 implementation date of the EU
minerals directive. This specific partnership agreement was presented by some stakeholders as more
coherent and goal-oriented, and may be seen as an argument for hybrid approaches that combine
soft regulation with harder regulatory measures.

Conclusion

Based on the above, what can we say about the relative strengths and shortcomings of different
categories of supply chain initiatives? The first two categories - individual and coordinated company
initiatives - are comprised of purely corporate-driven instruments that were designed in response to
growing public concerns over the social and environmental impact of business activities. Supplier
codes of conduct, the most important initiative at the level of individual companies, read as generic
62 http://blog.journals.cambridge.org/2017/11/28/the-national-contact-point-ncp-system-aligning-ncp-processes-with-the-un-guidingprinciples-on-business-and-human-rights/
63 This short description of Dutch-German cooperation is based on a presentation in Paris in January 2018.
64 In Germany, 44 companies left the partnership in 2017 after failing to submit a roadmap (actionplan). In the Netherlands, several
CSOs were at the point of withdrawing from some of the negotiation processes because of a lack of progress in specific sectors.
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and formalistic commitments to upholding basic human and labour rights. While they can be an
important step in the development of a more elaborate approach towards socially sustainable supply
chains, on their own they are a weak instruTo varying extents, all of the supply chain initiatives ment that provides little to no guarantees
discussed in this study face two fundamental challenges. The for supplier compliance. While many coorfirst challenge relates to monitoring compliance; while the dinated company initiatives move beyond
second challenge relates to the limited reach of many a unilateral imposition of standards on
suppliers, and often rely on some form of
initiatives.
external monitoring, they still depend
upon the goodwill of the companies
involved. Seen from this perspective, initiatives in the other three categories are an obvious improvement over purely corporate-driven initiatives, if only because they create room for the participation
of other, non-corporate stakeholders. Yet each of these initiatives comes with its own challenges and
limitations. While GFAs are an interesting model for giving ordinary workers a voice in monitoring
and improving corporate behaviour, they often fall short of covering suppliers, and depend upon
effective worker representation at the local level. For third-party certification, the most pressing problems are situated in the domain of external verification (social auditing), and in some cases also in
their lack of attention for the plight of ordinary workers. And while MSIs like the Dutch Covenanten
may hold promise as a new hybrid approach to multi-stakeholder collaboration that banks on the soft
power of the state, initial evidence suggests that there are still important hurdles to be overcome.
In Table 2.11, we synthesise the main findings of Section 2 of this report. Specifically, we assess
each of the categories on the basis of four criteria: coverage of human and labour rights (What issues
and rights are covered?), supply chain penetration (Do initiatives focus on (sub-)suppliers? What
sectors are covered?), inclusiveness (Are different stakeholders represented?), and monitoring &
enforcement (How is compliance monitored?). While this is inevitably a reductionist exercise - not
least due to the internal heterogeneity of the different categories - it allows us to conclude that to
varying extents, the different mechanisms discussed in this study face two sets of challenges. A first
set of challenges relates to mechanisms for compliance monitoring. With notable exceptions (e.g.
most of the Belgian supplier codes discussed in Section 2.1), the different mechanisms all rely on
social audits conducted by private auditing companies. While social auditing is clearly an improvement over ‘first-party certification’ (whereby standards are monitored by the company itself), structural challenges remain. These problems with compliance monitoring also have clear implications for
the potential of any plans for corrective action that may be designed in response to instances of noncompliance. A second set of challenges relates to the limited reach of many initiatives, which often
focus on particular issues, rights, sectors and/or sections of supply chains, rather than adopting a
more holistic approach. Most importantly, many existing initiatives focus on guaranteeing only basic
rights (cf. the ILO-conventions), without taking into account more complex and structural problems.
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Table 2.11

Synthesis: Understanding the strengths and shortcomings of different types of supply chain initiatives

Coverage of human and labour rights

Supply chain penetration

Inclusiveness

Monitoring & enforcement

Individual company
initiatives (supplier codes of
conduct)

-

+

--

--

Restricted focus on guaranteeing basic
human and labour rights enshrined in
international conventions and national
laws.

Explicit focus on suppliers (and in
some cases also sub-suppliers). Can be
found across sectors

Exclusively corporate-driven

Not always specified, may or may not
involve external verification (social
auditing)

Coordinated company
initiatives

±

+

-

-

Variable. Often revolves around elaborate code of conduct that guarantees
human and labour rights

Explicit focus on suppliers (and in
some cases also sub-suppliers). Can be
found across sectors, but ‘social compliance initiatives’ are particularly common in textiles

Corporate-driven, but some initiatives
leave room for participation of other
stakeholders

Typically some form of external verification (social auditing)

GFAs

+

-

+

±

Focus on broader set of rights, including ‘enabling rights’. Strong focus on
promoting social dialogue

Narrow focus on an MNC’s global
operations, relative neglect of suppliers.
Particularly common in vertically
organised ‘producer-driven’ sectors

Bilateral mechanism, explicit concern
for worker inclusion through mechanisms for social dialogue

Joint monitoring mechanisms (but
fairly top-down oriented). Success
depends upon effective worker representation

±

±

±

±

May focus on one issue or a broader
set of issues Attention for labour rights
remains a challenge

May focus on sections of supply chain
or entire supply chain. May be sectorspecific or cross-sectoral

Formally independent and/or multistakeholder standard-setting body.
Problems of corporate power remain

Strong reliance on social auditing, but
independent standard-setting organisation may act as a ‘check and balance’

±

+

±

+

OECD DD Guidelines taken as reference framework. Some IRBC agreements go beyond minimum standards
(e.g. by focusing on living rather than
minimum wage)

Incremental approach that works
towards full coverage of supply chains

Inclusive on the Dutch side, but weak
representation of stakeholders from
producer countries

Combination of self-monitoring and
review by independent SER secretariat.
Enforcement depends on combination
of peer pressure and soft government
power

Third-party certification

MSIs (convenants)
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Sectoral specificity at a glance

Highlights of Section 3
- Companies in all seven sectors represented in our sample are facing potential risks for violations of labour
and/or human rights in their supply chains.
- Overall, companies listed under ‘Textiles’, ‘Food’, and (to a lesser extent) ‘Metals’ recognise the importance
of socially sustainable supply chains, and rely on a fairly diverse set of supply chain initiatives.
- Insofar as companies in other sectors (‘Chemistry and Pharma’, ‘Wood and Paper’, ‘Building Materials’, and
‘Finance’) are undertaking any efforts to improve the social sustainability of their supply chains, they rely
one-sidedly on more traditional, corporate-driven initiatives (e.g. supplier codes of conduct).

In this third section, we will briefly zoom in on the situation in different sectors. For all of the sectors
represented in our database, we will present a brief (and necessarily selective) overview of key challenges, as well as a brief analysis of whether and how the companies in our sample are trying to deal
with these challenges. While the actions of a small number of companies are by no means representative for the situation in an entire sector, this analysis can nonetheless provide us with a number of
initial observations.

Chemistry and pharma

Chemical and pharmaceutical companies often have highly complex supply chains that bring together
suppliers from different countries. A first set of risks revolves around the extraction of raw materials,
and relates to both working conditions and violations of community rights.65 One clear example is
the issue of child labour in mica extraction, a mineral used in the production of cosmetics 66. Other
problems may emerge during the production stage. For instance, labour rights violations have been
identified in the production of generic medicine in India,67 and in the production of various other
chemicals supplied to large chemical and pharmaceutical companies.68 While the chemical and pharmaceutical industry is covered by a wide set of regulations, these mostly pertain to direct risks posed
by hazardous chemicals (e.g. the REACH-regulation at EU level), rather than ‘indirect’ risks throughout supply chains.
So do the supply chain initiatives reported by companies in our sample in any way succeed in filling
this void? Two out of five companies listed under ‘chemistry and pharma’ (Argenx and Galapagos)
are not reporting any supply chain initiatives. Two other companies (Agfa Gevaert and UCB) rely
one-sidedly on individual company initiatives, in the form of a supplier code of conduct (Agfa) and
(elaborate) internal procedures for screening suppliers (UCB). Of the five companies, Solvay has
undoubtedly gone the furthest in its attempts to improve the social sustainability of its supply chains.
In addition to its sustainable procurement policies, Solvay is a member of Together for Sustainability

65 Business and Human Rights Resource Centre (2018). Business & human rights in the chemical industry: An assessment of company
responses to human rights issues. Retrieved from
https://www.business-humanrights.org/sites/default/files/BHRRC%20Chemical%20Briefing%2030%20Jan%202018.pdf
66 See e.g.
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/jul/28/cosmetics-companies-mica-child-labor-beauty-industry-india67 See e.g. http://www.indianet.nl/GoedkopeMedicijnenUitIndia.html
68 For instance, in September 2018, the UN Human Rights Council published a special report on ‘the implications for human rights of the
environmentally sound management and disposal of hazardous substances and wastes’.
See http://www.srtoxics.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/2018-HRC-report-on-Workers-Rights-EN.pdf

44

CHAPTER 3 | SECTORAL SPECIFICITY AT A GLANCE

(a joint supplier assessment and -auditing system set up by a group of large chemical companies), and
has concluded a GFA with IndustriAll.
Overall, then, it is fair to conclude that the chemical and pharmaceutical companies in our sample
are not yet paying central attention to the social sustainability of their supply chains. Moreover,
reported initiatives are exclusively corporate-driven, and the only exception (Solvay’s GFA) does not
explicitly target suppliers.

Wood and paper

In the wood and paper industry, supply chain risks are chiefly related to the forestry sector in lowand middle-income countries. While deforestation continues to attract most attention, violations of
human and labour rights have also been identified, both in large-scale plantation-style forestry69 and
in smallholder forestry.70 Major paper- and paper pulp producers have been connected to humanand labour rights abuses throughout their supply chains71. In response to these problems, the forestry
sector (and by extension the wood and paper industry) have increasingly started to rely on third-party
certification systems such as FSC and PEFC. As indicated in our case study of FSC (Section 2.4.2),
while forestry certification may take on board social considerations, it is chiefly oriented towards
reducing environmental impacts. In addition to these voluntary initiatives, there have been attempts
to regulate the international trade in wood products (e.g. the EU Timber Regulation).
Zooming in on the Belgian companies listed under ‘Wood and Paper’, we find two companies
active in the production of paper and cardboard packaging (VPK and Igepa), and one company that
produces floors (BerryAlloc). BerryAlloc nor its parent company Bealieu International Group have a
sustainability report, or mention anything about suppliers on their website. The two paper companies
only make cursory references to certification programs (FSC and PEFC) in the context of environmental sustainability. At the same time, it is important to recognise that the Belgian paper industry
relies mostly on paper pulp from recycled paper and/or wood fibres produced inside Europe, and
that only a small portion of the paper pulp can be traced back to non-EU countries (notably the US
and Latin America). VPK, for instance, focuses exclusively on the production of paper from recycled
sources. Igepa does not provide detailed information about its suppliers, although it does mention
on its website that an important share of its paper products is recycled or certified.
In short, while supply chain risks for Belgian paper companies may indeed be limited due to a
reliance on raw materials that are sourced locally, the example of Igepa demonstrates that companies
would still do well to communicate more explicitly about their supply chains, even in cases where no
obvious risks are present. This observation is even more pressing in the case of BerryAlloc, which
provides no information whatsoever about the origins of the materials used in the production of its
flooring material.

Metals

Risks in ‘metals’ are chiefly related to the extraction and -processing of minerals. In particular, there
has been widespread attention for problems in artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM). While providing an income to millions of people across the globe, the ASM-sector faces challenges such as illegality, child labour and forced labour, and hazardous working conditions.72 In industrial mining,
69 See e.g. http://www.fao.org/forestry/42646-0b7bb60246797272cd60dad25df4645c7.pdf
70 See e.g. https://news.mongabay.com/2017/03/investigation-reveals-slave-labor-conditions-in-brazils-timber-industry/
71 Rainforest Action Network (2018). Beyond Paper Promises: Assessing the Impacts of Corporate Pulp and Paper Commitments on
Forests and Frontline Communities. Retrieved from
https://www.ran.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/RAN_Beyond_Paper_ Promises_2018.pdf
72 Intergovernmental Forum on Mining, Minerals, Metals and Sustainable Development (2017), Global trends in Artisanal and Small-scale
Mining (ASM): A review of key numbers and issues. Retrieved from
https://www.iisd.org/library/global-trends-artisanal-and-small-scale-mining-asm-review-key-numbers-and-issues
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problems are related primarily to violations of local community rights (e.g. dispossession, water contamination) and working conditions in the mines. Responding to growing criticism, mining companies were one of the earliest adopters of CSR-policies.73 More recently, there have been different
initiatives to forcefully regulate the international trade in (conflict) minerals, such as the OECD’s Due
Diligence Guidance for Responsible Supply Chains of Minerals from Conflict-Affected and HighRisk Areas, and EU Regulation 2017/821, which lays down due diligence obligations for EU-importers of tin, tantalum, tungsten, and gold.
None of the Belgian companies in the category ‘metals’ category is directly involved in mining.
Three companies (Tony Goetz, Argentor, GCF) are involved in trading and/or refining precious
metals, while one company (Steelforce) is involved in steel trading. Two other companies (Umicore,
Metallo) are recycling and refining a wider range of metals, although for some minerals (notably
cobalt) Umicore is also buying materials directly from mines. The three remaining companies
(Bekaert, Picanol, Barco) are involved in the production of steel wiring, weaving machines, and electronics, respectively. While all of these companies depend on a steady supply of metals, there exists
significant variation in the extent to which they attempt to address risks in their supply chains. Three
companies (Argentor, GCF, Steelforce) are not reporting any supply chain initiatives. Picanol relies
exclusively on a supplier code of conduct, and Metallo only makes a brief reference on its website to
the Responsible Minerals Initiative (RMI) and its conflict-free smelter initiative. Tony Goetz - which
has repeatedly faced criticism for its questionable sourcing practices -74 has developed a set of procedures for screening its clients-cum-suppliers, these are mostly a way to protect the company from
claims of legal liability.75 The remaining three companies (Bekaert, Barco, Umicore) have more elaborate sustainable procurement policies. Particularly noteworthy is Umicore’s sustainable procurement
framework for cobalt, which lays out a due diligence process that revolves around sophisticated procedures for supplier risk assessment and risk mitigation.76 In addition, all three companies report
about membership in coordinated company initiatives (the Responsible Minerals Initiative and
Responsible Business Alliance), while Umicore also reports on its participation in a mineral certification scheme: the Responsible Jewellery Council’s chain of custody program.
Summarising the above, despite a longstanding tradition of CSR and a tightening regulatory environment, several of the companies listed under metals (notably the two precious metals refineries)
are still failing to report meaningful initiatives to proactively address problems in their supply chains.
Of all the companies in our sample, Umicore has undoubtedly gone the furthest in its attempts to
address supply chain risks, and deliberately cultivates its image as a sustainability champion. At the
same time, it should be noted that increased public scrutiny and a tightening regulatory context has
led many companies (including Umicore) to refrain from working with ASM-producers altogether.
This represents a clear challenge for the millions of people who depend on the sector for their
everyday survival.77

Food

The most pressing and most well known problems in the food industry are situated in the agricultural
sector in low - and middle-income - although there is growing concern over the situation of (migrant)
workers in European agriculture. According to the ILO, over 60% of child workers worldwide are

73 Jenkins, H. (2004). Corporate social responsibility and the mining industry: conflicts and constructs. Corporate Social Responsibility and
Environmental Management, 11(1), 23-34.
74
75
76
77

See e.g. https://www.demorgen.be/nieuws/is-belgische-miljonair-spil-in-goudsmokkel-uit-congolees-conflictgebied-bf4ee277/
For more information, see https://www.tonygoetz.com/nlmobile/compliance.html
For more information see https://www.umicore.com/storage/main/sustainablecobaltsupplybrochurefinal.pdf
Van Bockstael, S. (2018). The emergence of conflict-free, ethical, and Fair Trade mineral supply chain certification systems: A brief
introduction. The Extractive Industries and Society, 5(1), 52-55.
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employed in the agricultural sector.78 A recent study published by the University of Sheffield concluded that labour exploitation is ‘endemic’ in the global tea and cocoa industries.79 The palm oil
industry, which has attracted international attention for its dismal environmental record, has faced
staunch criticism for the exploitation of (migrant) workers on plantations.80 Still other problems - which are at the heart of the fair trade movement - relate to the exploitative relationship
between smallholder farmers, middlemen, and agri-business. This latter problem has been at the heart
of the fair trade- and certification movement that has engulfed the food industry since the early 2000s.
Of the ten companies in our database listed under ‘food’, four companies (Continental Foods,
Crop’s, Agristo and Clarebout potatoes) are not reporting any concrete initiatives. While for Agristo
and Clarebout (two companies active in potatoes), this lack of attention for their supply chains is
understandable. However, both Continental Foods and Crop’s are selling products with obvious
supply chain risks, such as frozen mango and pineapple (Crop’s), or the vanilla and cocoa used in
Imperial products (a Continental brand). To varying extents, the remaining companies are paying
attention to the social sustainability of their supply chains. All but one company (Alpro, which is
mainly sourcing locally) has put in place sustainable procurement policies, while three companies
(Greenyard, Puratos, and Vamix) also report about participation in coordinated company initiatives.
Arguably the most important observation is that four out of ten companies complement corporatedriven initiatives with participation in MSIs and/or in third-party certification schemes.
Overall, and with notable exceptions, companies active in the food industry have a more diverse
approach towards supply chain sustainability. In particular, a significant number of companies is
relying on third-party certification. Yet as we have seen in the preceding section, important problems
remain with these purportedly more ‘inclusive’ initiatives, not least where it comes to the verification
of compliance with the standards set by these certification schemes.

Textiles

Arguably more so than companies in any other sectors, companies involved in the production and
trade of textiles have faced intense public scrutiny. There have been widespread campaigns to draw
attention to abysmal working conditions in sweatshops and factories in countries like Bangladesh,
but increasingly also within Europe.81 Beyond garment production, problems have similarly been
identified in the production of basic materials such as cotton82 or leather.83 In response to growing
criticism, large brands like Nike have played a leading role in the erstwhile development of corporatedriven instruments such as supplier codes of conduct and ‘social compliance initiatives’ like the
Amfori-BSCI. In recent years, the textiles industry has also seen the emergence of a range of thirdparty certification systems and other MSIs (e.g. the Fair Wear Foundation) that attempt to involve
non-corporate stakeholders.
Despite this growing number of initiatives, two out of the eight companies listed under textiles
(Bru Textiles, active in furnishing fabrics; and Torfs, a shoe retailer) are not reporting any supply
chain initiatives. The remaining six companies are reporting a more or less diverse set of initiatives.
Balta industries (a carpet producer) relies exclusively on the supplier code of conduct of one of its
biggest clients, Ikea. Interestingly, Chemitex (a textiles trading company) is only reporting about its
participation in third-party certification schemes. The remaining four companies - Ontex (hygienic
78 For more information see https://www.ilo.org/ipec/areas/Agriculture/lang--en/index.htm
79 LeBaron, G. (2018). The Global Business of Forced Labor: Report of Findings. SPERI & University of Sheffield. Retrieved from
http://globalbusinessofforcedlabor.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Report-of-Findings-Global-Business-of-Forced-Labor.pdf
80 See e.g. https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2015/nov/09/palm-oil-migrant-workers-orangutans-malaysia-laborrights-exploitation-environmental-impacts
81 See e.g. https://cleanclothes.org/livingwage/europe/europes-sweatshops
82 See e.g. EJF (2005). White Gold: the true cost of cotton. Retrieved from
http://www.cottoncampaign.org/uploads/3/9/4/7/39474145/2005_ejf_whitegold.pdf
83 See e.g. https://www.business-humanrights.org/sites/default/files/2017-10-03%20ICCR%20statement%20on%20LWG.pdf
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disposables), Sioen (technical textiles), Van de Velde (lingerie) and Alsico (technical workwear) - combine different types of initiatives. Out of these four, Van de Velde and Alsico have the
most elaborate and most diverse strategy, combining individual company initiatives with participation
in coordinated company initiatives (e.g. Sedex, BSCI), MSIs (Fair Wear Foundation, Dutch covenant
sustainable clothing and textiles) and third-party certification systems. Moreover, Alsico tries to
directly control most of its production, allowing it to monitor working conditions more directly.
In short, the situation in textiles is more or less in line with that in the food industry: with notable
exceptions (Bru Textiles and Torfs), companies recognise the importance of socially sustainable
supply chains. Moreover, they are gradually moving away from an erstwhile focus on corporatedriven initiatives, towards a more diverse (and more balanced?) approach that recognises the
importance of involving other stakeholders. However, even such a more balanced approach provides
no guarantees for socially sustainable supply chains.

Building materials

Leaving aside the myriad problems with working conditions in the construction industry as such,
there also exist a wide range of problems in the supply chains of building materials.84 Arguably the
most important example is the use of child labour in natural stone quarries in India.85 Another prominent example is that of LafargeHolcim, the world’s largest producer of building materials, which has
faced numerous allegations of human- and labour rights violations, ranging from the unfair treatment
of workers, over the use of child labour, to violations of local community rights. 86
Four of the six companies in our sample listed under building materials are retailers (Apok, Verhelst, Defrancq & Deschacht). Neither of these companies is currently reporting any initiatives in
relation to its supply chains - or even in relation to sustainability as such. And while Etex Building
Performance devotes an entire section of its report to social and environmental issues, it similarly
fails to report any initiatives in relation to its supply chains. Of the six companies, Beltrami (natural
stone products) is the only one that is actively trying to address problems in its supply chains, mainly
through the participation in multi-stakeholder initiatives (notably the Ethical Trading Initiative, several pilot projects with local stakeholders, and negotiations that should lead to a new Dutch covenant
on sustainable nature stone).
In short, companies listed under ‘building materials’ are lagging behind with the implementation of
supply chain initiatives. Only one company (Beltrami) is reporting supply chain initiatives, and this
company is active within a particular niche sector with critical supply chains.

Finance

Given the specificity of the financial sector and the indirect nature of the supply chain risks that it
faces, we will limit ourselves to the observation that despite big claims about ‘sustainable finance’,
only one company (KBC) listed under finance has put in place a framework for sustainable procurement. KBC is also the only company that is reporting initiatives in the field of socially responsible
investment (the Equator principles).

84 CIOB (2016). Building a fairer system: tackling modern slavery in construction supply chains. Retrieved from
https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/1071/ciob_modern_day_slavery_web.pdf
85 Ethical Trading Initiative (2014). A review of human rights and labor law in India, for the natural stone sector. Retrieved from
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared_resources/legal_review_-_natural_stone_india.pdf
86 See e.g. http://www.industriall-union.org/workers-mobilize-globally-against-lafargeholcim-human-rights-violations
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Rest

Finally, within the rest category, we find three large public utilities providers (Telenet, Proximus,
BPost), all of which have in place fairly comprehensive sustainable procurement policies. Interestingly, all three companies mention partnerships with the company Ecovadis, which provides a broad
range of services in the field of supplier assessment. The sustainability strategy of Colruyt, a large
Belgian retailer, revolves primarily around third-party certification (and direct sourcing for some of
its products). Finally, two companies in our rest category (Jan de Nul and Studio 100) are not reporting any meaningful initiatives in relation to their supply chains, despite their size. While Jan de Nul (a
dredging company) is still referring to a ‘standard supplier assessment’, nothing could be found for
Studio 100, a company that is famous not only for its media products, but also for its wide range of
merchandise.

Synthesis

It is difficult to draw strong conclusions based on this assessment of an admittedly limited number
of companies. Still, the sectors ‘Food’ and ‘Textiles’, and to a lesser extent also metals, can be seen as
frontrunners compared to the other sectors. With few exceptions, companies in these sectors seem
to recognise the existence of risks in their supply chains, and companies like Vamix, Alsico, and
Umicore have moved well beyond a one-sided focus on self-regulation. Instead, they rely on a combination of corporate-driven mechanisms and other, more comprehensive and (formally) more
inclusive mechanisms. This observation should not come as a complete surprise when considering
that these sectors have faced the full brunt of public scrutiny over problems in their supply chains.
Still, it is important to recognise that in each of these sectors, there are several companies that are not
yet paying due attention to their supply chains. When considering the situation in other sectors, with
the exception of a small number of companies that have integrated sustainability in their business
model (e.g. Beltrami, Solvay), sustainable supply chains is not yet on the agenda.
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Conclusions and discussion: towards a more
holistic approach to supply chain sustainability?

Supply chain strategies at different speeds

Our analysis of initiatives taken by Belgian companies to improve the social sustainability of their
supply chains has at times been quite technical, which makes it difficult to get an overall picture of
how different companies are performing. In this section, we attempt to bring the different pieces
together. Based on our analysis, the Belgian companies included in this study can be classified into
four broad categories (see Table 4.1).
- The first category includes companies for whom the social sustainability of their supply chains is a
‘blind spot’. These companies devote little to no attention to (reporting about) supply chain sustainability, and in many cases even to sustainability as such. Examples include most of the companies listed under ‘building materials’, and individual companies in critical sectors such as precious
metals (Argentor, GCF), Food (Continental, Crop’s), and Textiles (Bru Textiles, Torfs).
- In the second category, we find companies that (to varying extents), while acknowledging the
importance of sustainable supply chains, adopt a minimalistic approach, e.g. by relying one-sidedly
on ‘supplier screenings’ (e.g. Jan de Nul, UCB) or on a generic code of conduct (e.g. Agfa Gevaert,
Picanol).
- In the third category, we find companies with more comprehensive sustainable procurement policies, who are often involved in coordinated company initiatives, and sometimes work together with
specialised companies such as EcoVadis. Examples include large public utilities providers as well
as several of the companies listed under ‘Metals’ (Barco, Bekaert). Ultimately, however, the fundamental tension between the social objectives outlined in sustainable procurement policies and the
profit-oriented objectives of these companies remains unresolved, and the lack of checks and balances means that there are no hard guarantees for meaningful improvements in supply chains.
- In the fourth and final category, we find companies that integrate sustainability into their business
model, and rely on a more ‘balanced’ approach towards their supply chains, by combining purely
corporate-driven initiatives with other types of initiatives. This fourth type of company is particularly common in food and textiles, two sectors that have been under intense public scrutiny for
quite some time. In response, companies in these sectors have started experimenting with innovative, multi-stakeholder approaches. In addition to companies in food and textiles, other examples
typically concern companies that depend on a steady supply of critical raw materials, such as cobalt
(Umicore), palm oil (Vamix), or natural stone (Beltrami).
The first and second category account for respectively 38% and 26% of all companies in our sample.
This implies that two out of three (64%) companies included in this study currently have no strategy
or only a minimalistic strategy to improve the social sustainability of their supply chains. Put differently, only one third of companies (36%) have some building blocks in place for a more comprehensive approach towards socially sustainable supply chains. And even in these cases, most companies
fail to provide any tangible evidence that their strategy is effective. A notable exception is Umicore,
which publishes annual due diligence compliance reports for its cobalt procurement program. 87

87 See https://www.umicore.com/en/cases/sustainable-procurement-framework-for-cobalt/compliance-report
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Given that our sample was clearly biased towards large companies, it can be expected that these
results would be even worse if we were to include more SMEs.

Table 4.1

Supply chain strategies at different speeds (excluding companies listed under Finance)

Supply chains as a ‘blind
spot’ (18/47)

Minimalistic approach
(12/47)

Corporate-led sustainable
procurement (9/47)

More balanced approach
(8/47)

Argenx

UCB

AB Inbev

Solvay

BerryAlloc

Galapagos

Spadel

Vamix

Igepa*

Agfa Gevaert

Ontex

Van de Velde

Clarebout potatoes*

Balta Industries

Bekaert

Alsico

Continental Foods

Chemitex

Barco

Beltrami

Agristo*

Tony Goetz

Telenet

Umicore

Crop’s

Greenyard*

Proximus

Colruyt
Puratos

Bru Textiles

Jan de Nul

Sioen

Etex Building Performance

Alpro*

BPost

Studio 100

Metallo Belgium

Torfs

Picanol

Apok

VPK Paper*

Verhelst
Defrancq
GCF
Steelforce
Argentor
Deschacht
* These companies rely mostly on sourcing from producers inside Belgium/Europe.

Policy implications: a need for government action

The findings in this report clearly indicate that self-regulation alone does not do the trick. While a
growing number of companies is beginning to recognise the existence of risks in their supply chains,
only one in three companies included in this study has a more or less developed strategy to deal with
these risks. This failure of self-regulation can be seen as a call for greater government action. As we
have indicated in our previous study, however, the Belgian government has hitherto failed to put in
place a coherent policy framework that encourages or forces companies to pay more attention to
business and human rights.88
To push lenient companies (i.e., companies in category 1 and 2) beyond a minimum threshold,
legislative action seems unavoidable. At a global level, there is a clear trend from ‘soft’ towards ‘hard
regulation’, whereby governments are imposing obligations upon companies. Most legislative initiatives focus on reporting requirements. Examples include the UK Modern Slavery Act (2015), and the EU
Directive on Non-Financial Information Disclosure (2014). According to KPMG, this type of regulation will become the norm in the future, as ‘Countries that do not yet have reporting regulation are likely to
introduce it. Those that have it are likely to strengthen it and to bring in new requirements for reporting on critical

88 Huyse, H., & Verbrugge, B. (2017). Belgium and the Sustainable Supply Chain Agenda: Leader or Laggard? Retrieved from
https://limo.libis.be/primo-explore/fulldisplay
?docid=LIRIAS1899399&context=L&vid=Lirias&search_scope=Lirias&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US&fromSitemap=1
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issues such as climate change and human rights. Voluntary frameworks are likely to continue to become compulsory.’89
These initiatives are based upon the implicit assumption that companies will undertake efforts to deal
with risks in their supply chains, simply because they have an obligation to report about these efforts.
Yet most existing analysis indicates that this is rarely the case, and that companies will instead adopt
a ‘minimum compliance’ approach, not least because there are no clear consequences in cases where
companies fail to undertake any real efforts.90
Other countries have gone even further. The prime example is the French ‘Duty of Care’ (Devoir de
Vigilance) law, which requires large French companies to develop a plan to proactively manage risks
for human rights violations throughout their supply chains. Moreover, liability applies in cases where
companies fail to comply with the provisions of the law. The French law revolves around the concept
of Human Rights Due Diligence (HRDD), which is defined in the UN Guiding Principles Reporting
Framework as ‘An ongoing risk management process ... in order to identify, prevent, mitigate and account for how
[a company] addresses its adverse human rights impacts. It includes four key steps: assessing actual and potential human
rights impacts; integrating and acting on the findings; tracking responses; and communicating about how impacts are
addressed.’91 (see Figure 4.1). Following a broad campaign by civil society organisations, a similar law
is now on the table in Switzerland.

Figure 4.1

A Human Rights Due Diligence process

Source OECD (2018). OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct. Retrieved from
http://mneguidelines.oecd.org/OECD-Due-Diligence-Guidance-for-Responsible-Business-Conduct.pdf

While the findings of this study thus support a widening call for legislative action, important questions
remain with regards to the form that such legislation could take. Based on the above, a clear argument
can be made in favour of legislation that moves beyond mere reporting requirements, by incorporating a more holistic approach that revolves around the notion of HRDD. Yet whether such legislation needs to be sector-specific or cross-sectoral, and whether it needs to apply only to large companies (cf. the aforementioned pieces of legislation) or also to SMEs (who often lack capacity and
89 KPMG (2017). The Road Ahead: The KPMG Survey of Corporate Sustainability Reporting 2017. Retrieved from
https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2017/10/kpmg-survey-of-corporate-responsibility-reporting-2017.pdf
90 On the Modern Slavery Act see Bloomfield, M., & Lebaron, G. (2018). The UK Modern Slavery Act: Transparency through Disclosure in
Global Governance. Retrieved from https://www.e-ir.info/2018/09/21/the-uk-modern-slavery-act-transparency-through-disclosurein-global-governance/. On the EU-directive see Alliance for Corporate Transparency (2019). 2018 Research Report: The state of corporate sustainability disclosure under the EU non-financial reporting directive. Retrieved from
http://www.allianceforcorporatetransparency.org/assets/2018_Research_Report_Alliance_Corporate_Transparency66d0af6a05f153119e7cffe6df2f11b094affe9aaf4b13ae14db04e395c54a84.pdf
91 See https://www.ungpreporting.org/glossary/human-rights-due-diligence/
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influence over their suppliers), are no easy questions to answer. It is also important to recognise that
legislative action comes with certain pitfalls. For instance, there is a risk that legislation ultimately
amounts to a highly formalistic ‘box ticking’ exercise; or that it increases pressures on smaller suppliers even more (e.g. in the form of monitoring systems).
Yet as the Dutch IRBC agreements demonstrate, the role of governments should not remain limited to regulatory action. Instead, governments have an important role to play in initiating or strengthening innovative supply chain initiatives, by providing critical financial or logistical support, or by
using their ‘soft power’ to enhance the legitimacy of these initiatives. Finally, it is important to bear
in mind that as public buyers, governments can exert substantial - but in the case of Belgium still
relatively untapped - power over their own suppliers.
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- APPENDICES -

appendix 1 Full list of companies

Chemistry & Pharma

Wood & Paper

Food

Janssen Pharmaceutica*

Sappi Europe*

BASF*

Unilin*

Vamix (Vandemoortele)*
Clarebout potatoes

GSK Biologicals*

Lacroix L. Fils Etc. (Rizla)*

Unilever Belgium*

Agfa Gevaert*

Burgo*

Puratos

UCB*

Essity*

Alpro*

Zoetis*

Stora Enso*

Continental foods Belgium

Dow Silicones*

VPK paper*

Nestlé Belgilux*

Covestro*

BerryAlloc

Agristo*

Chevron Philips*

Avery Dennison*

Mars Belgium*

Solvay*

Igepa

Crop's

Argenx

AB InBev*

Galapagos*

Socfin*
Barry Callebout*
Greenyard*
Spadel*

Textiles

Building materials

Metals

Ontex*

Gyproc/Isover*

Arcelor Mittal*

Levi Strauss*

Wienerberger*

Aperam*

Balta industries*

Apok

Aurubis*

Van de Velde*

Verhelst bouwmaterialen

Tony Goetz

C&A Buying*

Etex building performance*

Metallo Belgium

Chemitex

Defrancq bouwspecialiteiten

Gold-commodities-Forex

Bru Textiles

Velux Belgium*

NLMK Sales Belgium*

Milliken Europe*

Xella BE*

Aleris Aluminium Duffel*

The Cotton Group*

Deschacht

Umicore*

Sioen*

Prefaco*

Argentor essayeurs

Alsico*

Beltrami

SteelForce

VF Europe*

Bekaert*

Torfs

Picanol*

Finance

Rest

GBL*

Bpost*

ING Group*

Engie*

Sofina*

Proximus*

Ackermans & VH*

Telenet group holding*

Ageas*

Colruyt*

KBC group*

Jan de Nul Group*

Cofinimmo*

Studio 100
Grey background = Belgian company
* = with official sustainability report
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