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What are human rights (HRs)?
• Human rights include civil, political, economic, and social and cultural 

rights, such as the right to life, the right to freedom of association, 
freedom of movement, health, rest and leisure, an adequate standard 
of living, work, free choice of employment, freedom of opinion and 
expression, among others.
• See the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

• According to the 1998 ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work: four categories of principles and rights at work
• freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to collective 

bargaining;
• the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour;
• the effective abolition of child labour; and
• the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation.
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Key HRs concerns of investors

• Labour exploitation (underpaid workers, excessive overtime work)

• Health and workplace safety

• Child labour and other children rights issues

• Forced labour

• Human trafficking

• Lack of freedom of association

• Other issues
⌂ Climate change and HRs 
⌂ COVID-19 and labour rights
⌂ HRs in post-conflict zones
⌂ HRs and technology
⌂ Indigenous peoples rights
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Why should investors care?

• Business and trade disruption from 
social unrest/industrial action
• Disrupted imports/exports flows, travel 

and trade restrictions with regions with 
HRs concerns

• Productivity reduction
• Financial and operational risk, legal 

and regulatory risk
• Earnings volatility and sustainability
• Brand impact: reputational risk and 

social licence to operate
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Source: Rights Lab 
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/Research/Beacons
-of-Excellence/Rights-Lab/Research-
Projects/XJAFLCM.aspx

Xinjiang Alleged Forced Labour Coercive 

Measures
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HRs concerns are industry specific

• HR concerns in the Supply Chain of Solar Energy Industry
• 45% of polysilicon market share in 2020 belonged to Uyghur region 

in Xinjiang China and 30% from the rest of China.

• In 2020, PRC government reported placement of 2.6 million 
minoritized citizens in farms and factories within the Uyghur region 
through state-sponsored “surplus labour” and “labour transfer” 
programs.

• All four key polysilicon manufacturers in Uyghur participated in 
labour transfer programs and/or supplied by raw materials 
companies that have.
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Elimä, N. (2021). “In Broad Daylight: Uyghur Forced Labour and Global Solar Supply Chains.” Sheffield, UK: 
Sheffield Hallam University Helena Kennedy Centre for International Justice 



Modern Slavery
• Modern slavery describes situations of serious exploitation where offenders use 

coercion, threats or deception to exploit victims and undermine their freedom.

• Practices that constitute modern slavery can include human trafficking, slavery, 
servitude, forced labour, debt bondage, forced marriage, and the worst forms of 
child labour.

• Modern slavery does not include practices like substandard working conditions or 
underpayment of workers.
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Modern Slavery Acts

• Australia’s Modern Slavery Act (2018) requires entities to report on the risks 
of modern slavery in their operations and supply chains and actions 
• Entities based, or operating, in Australia, which have an annual consolidated revenue of 

more than $100 million

• Modern Slavery Statements and Modern Slavery Statements Register

• Other acts
• UK’s Modern Slavery Act (2015)

• New South Wales’ Modern Slavery Act (2018)

• California Transparency in Supply Chains Act (2010)

• French Corporate Duty of Vigilance Law 2017

• Netherlands Child Labour Due Diligence Law 2019
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Modern Slavery Statements
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3340 entities
1534 mandatory

212 voluntary
32 countries

Source: Australian Border Force,  
https://modernslaveryregister.gov
.au/statements/

Statements on the register as of 
30 June 2021.



Australia’s Modern Slavery Act (2018)

Seven mandatory reporting criteria:

1. identify the reporting entity 

2. describe the reporting entity’s structure, operations and supply chains 

3. describe the risks of modern slavery practices in the operations and supply chains of the 

reporting entity and any entities it owns or controls 

4. describe the actions taken by the reporting entity and any entities it owns or controls to 

assess and address these risks, including due diligence and remediation processes 

5. describe how the reporting entity assesses the effectiveness of these actions

6. describe the process of consultation with any entities the reporting entity owns or controls (a 

joint statement must also describe consultation with the entity giving the statement), and 

7. provide any other relevant information. 

An example of Coles Group Limited’s Modern Slavery Statement 2020 here
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https://modernslaveryregister.gov.au/statements/file/2c7620aa-61be-4d80-bb95-4d0be119f96d/


Modern Slavery Statement disclosure quality
MCFS research project on S&P/ASX100 companies

Chart 3: MCFS preliminary research results on Modern Slavery Statement on S&P/ASX100 companies –
Please do not redistribute!
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Modern Slavery Disclosure 
Score: MCFS

Social and Government 
Disclosure Scores: 
Bloomberg



Modern Slavery Statement disclosure quality
MCFS research project on S&P/ASX100 companies
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Modern Slavery Disclosure Score: MCFS*

Data source for Policies: Bloomberg

*preliminary scores for S&P/ASX100 companies

Chart 4: Modern Slavery Disclosure Score and 
policies disclosed by the companies 



At the institutional level

Governance commitment to HRs Issues (policies, codes, grievance 
mechanisms)

Communication of HRs expectations between asset owners and asset 
managers to ensure systematic consideration of HRs risks in investment.

HRs disclosure and public reporting
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Investors’ needed actions and toolkit

Human Rights
Due Diligence

Process to assess and 
address HRs risks of 
portfolio companies

•Operations, and

•Supply chain

Engagement for 
investment 
stewardship

• Direct engagement
• Collaborative 

engagement
• Advocacy activity 

(engaging with 
policy makers)

Shareholder 
proposals 

& proxy voting

• HRs shareholder 
proposals

• Proxy voting 
guidelines and 
monitoring voting 
decisions

Responsible 
divestment

• Divestment due to 
inability to prevent 
or mitigate adverse 
impacts

• Conditions for 
reinvestment

• Public disclosure 
(press release)
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Human Rights Due Diligence (HRDD)

• The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: to 
identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for how they address 
adverse HRs impacts associated with their business practices.

• HRDD should be ongoing

• HRDD should cover all relevant HRs potentially caused by, contributed by 
and linked to the company.  

• HRDD should focus on the risks faced by the rights-holders rather than the 
risks faced by the business.

• HRDD should also cover the exposure to HRs risks in operations and supply 
chains, including those via third parties. 
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Human Rights Due Diligence
Red flags – what investors should look for

Supplier of labour
▪ Underpaid workers (wage 

growth vs inflation)
▪ Low-skilled, migrant workers 

or other minorities groups, 
▪ Use of recruitment agencies
▪ Absence of union
▪ Cash-paid workers

Supplier of materials, goods and 
services

▪ Complexity of supply chain
▪ Risk of subcontracting
▪ Transparency about supply 

chain
▪ Transactional relationship with 

suppliers

The firm, its industry and
its environment

▪ Bargaining power vs suppliers
▪ Company governance of HRs
▪ Monopoly/Oligopolistic industry
▪ Business and political environment

Examples of high-risk 
industries 
- Agriculture/Fishing 

industry
- Mining industry
- Apparel industry
- Construction material 
- Electronics 
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Human Rights Due Diligence
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Source: MCFS’ Research Brief on Human Rights and Modern Slavery (forthcoming)(2021)

Data collected from Refinitiv ESG Scores

Financial year 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Child Labor Policy 18 32 49 84 122 250 373 481 641 781 68 93 130 162 190

Human Rights Policy 53 64 84 136 173 489 601 674 794 933 168 200 239 277 297

Human rights criteria used 

in contracting
39 45 59 99 131 426 513 559 641 747 131 157 200 235 251

Willingness to end 

contract for HRs breaches
18 18 22 35 47 252 304 329 369 413 59 72 80 98 101

ASX300 S&P1500 FTSE350



Engagement – direct

• Investors need to engage more 
deeply with portfolio companies to 
anticipate risks, avoid crises or 
recover more quickly from crises.

•Areas for engagement
• Disclosure quality 
• Policy commitments
• Governance oversight
• Supplier due diligence (first/second tier)
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Engagement – collaborative engagement

•Multi-stakeholder working groups 
needed to address HRs issues
• Investor community, civil society, 

international organisations, 

•Engaging with policymakers and 
standard-setting bodies
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Engagement – collaborative engagement

• Investors’ collaborative actions on human rights in Australia and the region

• Investor Alliance for Human Rights

• Workforce Disclosure Initiative (WDI) (signed by 130 institutional investors)

• the Access to Medicine Foundation and investor statement in response to COVID-19 

• Stopping humanitarian crisis at sea

• FAIRR’s collaborative engagement in labour risk in global supply chain of animal farming

• Investors Against Slavery & Trafficking - Asia Pacific

• Bangladesh Accord (a statement endorsed by 147 investors representing $3.7 trillion to 

ask global brands to remediate fire and safety violations in the apparel sector in 

Bangladesh)

• Toolkit to assist with engagement with companies operating in conflict zones, or countries 

where human rights are not respected.
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Shareholder proposals

Data source: Proxy Insight Database (data collected up to 31 March 2021)
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HRs Shareholder proposals
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Proposals submitted by ICCR members in 2021 proxy 
season

Source: ICCR’s 2021 Proxy Resolutions & Voting 
Guide



Proxy voting on HRs resolutions
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Source: Proxy Insight 



Examples of 
some HRs 
resolutions

Source: 
Proxy Insight
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Investors’ votes on Amazon’s HRs Risk Assessment 
shareholder proposal
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Amazon’s AGM 27/5/2020

Source: 
Proxy Insight
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Investors’ votes on Coles’ HRs shareholder proposal

Source: 
Proxy Insight

Coles’s AGM 
13 Nov 2019



Implications for Japanese companies and investors

•More stringent reporting requirements for HRs risks 
• 26 companies headquartered in Japan submitted the modern slavery statement 

as required by the Australian act.
• 12 Japanese companies announced policies to end business deals with Chinese 

companies if linked to forced labour.

•More scrutiny from institutional investors globally for HRDD.

•More engagement between companies and investors on 
HRs issues

• Investors and companies getting more proactive in 
participating in developing HRs-related business regulations

28



HRs Proposals of Japanese companies
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Source:  Proxy Insight
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