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Business role 1s greeted with
some suspicion

Campaigners want to stem corporate influence over the making of policy

Battie lines are being drawn
up as delegates gather for
the summit. For some gov-
criments, it is an opporiu-
nity to promote the roke of
business in sustainable
development.

But many campaigners
have the opposite goal: to
stem the tide of corporate
influence over soclal and
environmental policy.

There is widespread scepti-
clsm about the role played
by business at the summit
on the part of non-govern-
mental ocrganisations
(MGOsy, Their susplelons are
summed up by CorpWatch, &
US-bazed campalgn group.
“A erucial question hangs
over the Johannesburg mest-
ing: Can the UN member
states successiully sponsor &
conference that by its very
nature must confront the
practices of bip busziness,
while simultanecisly seek-
ing to increaze UM co-opera-
{hon with blg businesss

Some campalgn groups ara
prepared to engage posi-
tively with business. But
most are convinced that
huskness is exacerbating the
problems being addressed by
the summit. Friends: of the
Earth International (FOEI)
gays “a potent cocktall™ of
greater corporate power and
wieaker ragulation is eontri-
buting to growing levels of
environmental damage,

It cites a reporl published
this wyear by the United
Matlons that concluded:
“There is & growlng gap
batween the efforts of busi-

ness and industry to reduce
thelr impact on the environ-
ment and the worsening
state of the planet.” It
blamed this gap on “the fact
that in most industry sec.
tors, only a small member of
companies are actively striv-
ing for sustainability™.

The solution offered by
FOEI is to call for a global
framework convention on
corporate - accountability.
This proposal would requine
corporations to meet best
environment, social, labowr
and human rights practices
wherever they operate. They
would also be accountable
for any environmental and
soctal damage they inflict.

The call for new rules on
corporate accountability is
migguidad, in the view of Sir
Mark Moody-Stuari, the for-
mer chairman of Royal
DutehfShell whe b= chairman
of Business Action on Sus-
tainable  Development
{(BASD), a group spearhead-
ing business involvement in
the summit,

The real necd, he argues,
is for greater enforcement of
exizting lows In developing
countries, 50 that the efforts
of responsible businesses are
not undermined by illegal
operators, “The number one
priority should be improved
local and national gover-
nance," e Sys.

But the BASD is wiewed
with deep suspleion by some
activists, CorpWatch, for
example, is highly eritical of
members of BASD, which it
claims has flawed recent his-

tories on social and environ-
meéntal issues, IL will be
awarding "CGreen Oscars” at
the summit to companies it
deems guilty of harming the
environmant,

The campaigners who
signed the Girona Declara-
tion, a statement prepared
by 40 activist groups that
met In Girona in Spain in
May this year, accuse the
BASD and other corporate
lobby groups of manipulat-
ing the debate about corpo-
rate acoountability., "By
engaging in ‘dialogues’ with
crities, incorporating the
language of NGO criticisms

into their rhetoric, publish-
ing glossy reports and

demonstrating  isolated
examples of good corporate
citizenships, they are sue-
ceeding in blurring the lines
between business and NGOs,
and deflecting pressure for
fundamental change™ it
SAYE.

But if the activiziz think
business is responsible for
many of the world's prob-
lems, many governments
think business iz the best
hope of finding solutions to
these problems. Companies
are being exhorted to invest
in environment and develop-
ment  projects in what the
United Mations calls “part-
nersHip initiatives" between
governments, business and
civil soclety.

The stress en public-prl
vate partnerships infuriates
many campalgners, who
argue that these voluntary
initiatives allow companies

Lo improve their environ
rmental eredentials without
making a significant impact
on thelr core business prac-
tices, The activists who
gigned up to the Girona dec.
laration say "much of what
may be perceived as corpo-
rate environmentalism is
merely grecnwash - an
attempit &0 achieve the
appearance of social and
anvirsnmental pood without
corresponding substance™,

Even campaigners who
applaud the efforls of indi-
vidital companies in further
ing sustainable development
point out that they are the
erceplion, rather than the
rule. By focusing on the
achievements of a small
number of forward-looking
companies, governments are
shirking their own responsi-
bilities, they say.

“We welcome it when com-
panies try io improve their
performance,” says Craig
Benneit of Friends of the
Earth. “What annoys usg 15
when politicians use it as a
reason o do nothing.”

Infonic, a research group
that examined the impact of
MGOs on public perceptions
of the summit says hostility
of many NGOs towards busi-
ness, coupled with cynicizm
about the likely outcomes of
the summit, could lead fto a
backlash. “Arguahbly, this is
the biggest threat posed by
Johannesburg: the possibil-
ity that its failure will lead
to a rejection of industry's
role in the sustainability
debate."”



