
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

The Challenge 

The term ‘human rights defenders’ refers to a range of people who peacefully stand up in defence of 
human rights, whether individually or collectively. The United Nations Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders recognises the important role they play in promoting human rights and sets out the special 
protections human rights defenders deserve as a result of increased risks they face.  

Companies often have a tense relationship with human rights defenders. Many cases have been 
documented of companies and their security providers implicated in targeting human rights defenders 
with harassment, intimidation and violence. This targeting includes illegal surveillance, intimidation, 
threats, kidnapping, and killing, and is particularly common in relation to the extractive sector and 
agribusiness.  

The social licence of companies to operate depends on good relations with civil society and 
constructive engagement with human rights defenders. Human rights defenders can also support a 
company’s human rights due diligence. Lack of dialogue with civil society and human rights defenders 
and failure to genuinely address their concerns will generate tensions and may escalate to social 
conflicts. Furthermore, companies that are complicit or tacit regarding violence against human rights 
defenders by their security providers or contractors can face criminal sanctions. Furthermore, 
companies associated with attacks on human rights defenders experience reputational impacts that 
reinforce long-term negative relationships with and responses from communities, investors and 
financiers. 

Human Rights Defenders: What Should Companies Do? 

Treat human rights defenders as valued partners by engaging with them early and consulting them 
regularly to understand the company’s impacts on the ground.   

Address the specific protection of particular groups of human rights defenders (such as indigenous 
peoples and women) in policies, impact assessments and reporting. These groups indeed face higher 
threat levels (e.g. sexual violence or familial violence) and additional barriers to protecting themselves 
(e.g. lack of resources to find safety or reach out for help). For example, grievance mechanisms are not 
always available for women human rights defenders.  

Formalise a policy commitment to respect the rights of human rights defenders in areas of operations 
and expect the same of business partners, including contracted security. Make sure this policy is 
developed with input from human rights defenders and that this commitment is shared with security 
providers. The policy should include zero tolerance for attacks on human rights defenders and should 
include the following provisions: 
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 Publicly condemn attacks against human rights defenders. 

 Support independent fact-finding missions to assess the situation of human rights defenders 
where they are operating. 

 Withdraw, where appropriate, from business relationships with subsidiaries, suppliers or 
subcontractors involved in attacks on human rights defenders.  

 Ensure senior-management buy-in for the policy commitment. Publicize and communicate 
the policy externally, including to host-state contacts, public and private security providers 
assigned to operational sites. 

 Use leverage to convey an expectation that mitigation of risks and impacts will be required 
wherever relevant across business relationships. This may include requiring or setting 
incentives for private security providers to carry out human rights due diligence focusing on 
human rights defenders. 

Within human rights impact assessments, include an analysis of potential direct and indirect impacts on 
human rights defenders, in particular by security providers, and set out a policy and plan for preventing 
and addressing these impacts. 

Encourage the participation of human rights defenders in local working groups on business, security and 
human rights and contribute to an inclusive and constructive dialogue. More sensitive engagements 
(e.g. with women human rights defenders or in severely conflictual situations) may need to take place 
in a protected and confidential space. 

Pursue genuine attempts to remediate harm where efforts to prevent abuse against human rights 
defenders have failed. Publicly report all abuses and violations of the rights of human rights defenders 
that happen on operational sites and within the supply chain, including by public security forces. 

 

Practical Tools:  

 Shared Space Under Pressure:  Business Support for Civic Freedoms and Human Rights 
Defenders, Guidance for Companies, BHRRC 2018 

 Hearing the Human: Ensuring Due Diligence Legislation Effectively Amplifies the Voices of 
Those Affected by Irresponsible Business, BHRRC 2021 

 
Resources:  

 Research Insight Human Rights Defenders RMF 2020  
 Report of the Working Group on the Issue of Human Rights Defenders and transnational 

Corporations and Other Business Enterprises 2021  
 Human Rights Defenders Snapshot BHRRC 2020 
 UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders  
 Report of the Working Group on the issue of human rights and transnational corporations 

and other business enterprises, 2021 

 
Example of Good Practices 

In its 2019 ‘Guide to Respecting Human Rights’, Newmont publicly and formally acknowledged 
that ‘human rights defenders are a potentially vulnerable group and the company’s core value 
and responsibility supports its commitment to respect human rights defenders’. The company 
states that ‘it does not condone any form of attack against human rights defenders or anyone 
who opposes its activities, and it expects its business partners to do the same’.  

Source: Research Insight Human Rights Defenders, RMF 2020  

https://ishr.ch/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/shared_space_under_pressure_-_business_support_for_civic_freedoms_and_human_rights_defenders_1.pdf
https://ishr.ch/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/shared_space_under_pressure_-_business_support_for_civic_freedoms_and_human_rights_defenders_1.pdf
https://media.business-humanrights.org/media/documents/2021_Hearing_the_Human_Briefing_v6.pdf
https://media.business-humanrights.org/media/documents/2021_Hearing_the_Human_Briefing_v6.pdf
https://www.responsibleminingfoundation.org/app/uploads/EN_Research-Insight_Human-Rights-Defenders_July2020.pdf
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/39/Add.2
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/39/Add.2
https://media.business-humanrights.org/media/documents/HRD_2020_Snapshot_EN_v9.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/CivicSpace/Pages/DeclarationHumanRightsDefenders.aspx
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/39/Add.2
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/39/Add.2
https://www.responsibleminingfoundation.org/app/uploads/EN_Research-Insight_Human-Rights-Defenders_July2020.pdf


 

 
The Toolkit on Addressing Security and Human Rights Challenges in Complex Environments offers 
guidance to develop responsible security practices on the ground, in line with international 
standards. It was developed to support companies facing security and human rights challenges 
in complex environments. 

The Toolkit, first developed in 2013, is structured as a practical handbook for companies. It pools 
a large set of resources and good practices related to human rights-compliant security 
management. It also proposes tools that help translate the good practices to a particular 
operational context. It furthermore assists companies in ensuring that human rights due diligence 
policies and processes are informing security arrangements. The Toolkit supports companies to 
contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals and to implement the UN Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights, especially those companies operating in conflict-affected areas and 
otherwise complex environments.  

In 2021, the Geneva Centre for Security Sector Governance (DCAF), the International Committee 
of the Red Cross and the Geneva Center for Business and Human Rights partnered together to 
revamp the Toolkit with new case studies, cutting-edge good practices, practical tools and more.  

The new edition of the Toolkit will be released in June 2022. This fact sheet provides a preview of 
how the Toolkit will support companies in protecting the rights of human rights defenders in security 
and human rights challenges.    

 

 


