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Materiality of the theme
Productive employment and decent work are key 
elements to achieving fair globalisation and poverty 
reduction. The International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) has set international labour standards, the ILO 
Conventions, that can be seen as the authoritative 
international labour standard. Companies in all 
sectors and countries may experience controversial 
labour practices that breach these standards in 
their own facilities and supply chains. The range of 
controversial labour issues is broad, ranging from 
child labour in non-Western production locations to 
health and safety issues in mines. 

Controversial labour standards can result in 
violations of principles 3-6 of the UN Global 
Compact, the ILO Conventions and also correspond 
to guideline V of the OECD Guidelines. Companies 
involved in adverse human rights impacts face legal 
and regulatory risks (e.g. fines), reputational risk (e.g. 
brand damage) and operational risks with financial 
consequences. If companies neglect, ignore or fail to 
address these issues, they can result in financial risk 
for both the companies themselves and for Kempen. 
If the risks materialise, the value of the company 
may decrease.   

Our actions and results 
Kempen continuously challenges companies, as 
well as fund managers holding these companies 
in their portfolios, on controversial labour issues. 
This engagement approach has led to several 
improvements in policies and practices at individual 
companies, as well as industry-wide improvements 
in labour policies. 

• Several companies in Kempen’s portfolios have 
become members of the Better Cotton Initiative. 
The objective of this initiative is a certified 
process for cotton to be produced according to 
social and environmental criteria;  

• Based on engagement recommendations, 
companies commissioned independent 
studies by the Fair Labour Association (FLA), 
which resulted in reports containing points for 
improvements in employees’ conditions; 

• Companies in the cocoa sector have 
implemented a child labour monitoring system 
and developed certification schemes for 
complying with key performance indicators for 
labour rights; 

INTE RN ATION AL CON VE NTIONS,  
AC TS AN D IN ITIATIVE S

Legal instruments

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has 
identified eight conventions as ‘fundamental’, covering 
subjects that are considered as fundamental principles 
and rights at work:

• Freedom of Association and Protection of the 
Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87)

• Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining 
Convention, 1949 (No. 98)

• Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29)

• Abolition of Forced Labour Convention,  
1957 (No. 105)

• Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No. 138)

• Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention,  
1999 (No. 182)

• Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100)

• Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
Convention, 1958 (No. 111)

Initiatives

• ILO-IFC Better Work initiative

• Fair Labour Association (FLA)

• SA8000

• ICTI CARE process (ICP)

• The Accord on Fire and Building Safety  
in Bangladesh
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Suggested engagement 
objectives
A distinction can be made regarding a company’s 
involvement in controversial labour issues between 
direct and indirect violations. If a company is directly 
involved in a controversial labour issue, then it is 
capable of directly influencing the situation as the 
issue takes place in the company’s own facility. 
In our portfolio, however, most companies are 
indirectly involved in controversial labour issues 
through the supply chain. If the violation is indirect, 
clarification is required as to whether the violation 
is material and whether the company is in a 
position to influence the situation. Kempen screens 
companies in its portfolio on controversial labour 
issues and focuses its engagement on companies 
involved in material and structural issues, which it is 
capable of influencing. Our engagement targets and 
recommendations for this thematic approach focus 
on the following aspects.  

Transparency

• Transparency on the location of production 
facilities and suppliers;

• Publication of details on the implementation 
of the policy, risk assessment, audit findings 

and remediation plans; publication of annual 
comparable sustainability data.

Policy commitment

• Development of a formal approach to upholding 
labour standards across company operations;

• Alignment of company policies with the ILO 
conventions and commitment to adhering  
to the eight core conventions. Requirement of 
the same commitments from suppliers;

• An anonymous whistle-blower system.

Assessments and mitigation

• Spreading of corporate responsibility 
expectations throughout the supply chain 
(beyond tier one suppliers);

• Creation of a reliable, trusting relationship  
with suppliers; 

• An audit system to both proactively and 
reactively ensure suppliers’ consistent 
compliance with internationally-agreed  
labour standards and to verify their  
statements to that effect.

Sector initiatives

• Participation in existing sustainable (sector) 
initiative(s), e.g. UN Global Compact, ICP and 
FLA, or an explanation of its lack of involvement 
in such initiatives.

COLL ABOR ATIVE E NGAGE M E NT:  
CHILD L ABOUR IN CONG O M IN ES 
Kempen decided to join the collaborative engagement 
on child labour in Congo mines at the beginning of 2016. 
Together with a group of investors, we have entered 
into dialogue with 13 companies from the consumer 
electronics and automotive industries. The engagement 
is aimed at expressing investors’ concerns relating to 
child labour in cobalt mines in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo that supply the consumer electronics and 
automotive industries. Our collective engagement 
resulted in significant commitments from some of the 

companies with which we engaged. Our next targets  
will relate to traceability, identifying trouble spots  
in the chain and obtaining effective responses both 
through the supply chain and on the ground. 

Kempen recently co-signed an investor statement to 
the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) for the 
Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection 
Act and the US Securities and Exchange Commission’s 
Conflict Minerals Rule. This law promotes responsible 
management and sourcing of raw materials in the DRC. 
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