
 

1 
 

   

 

  

Swedwatch Progress Report 2020 

 

 

 
 



 

2 
 

 

Table of Contents 
Executive Summary ................................................................................................................................. 3 

1. About Swedwatch ........................................................................................................................... 5 

Strategy and approach ........................................................................................................................ 6 

Governance and operations ................................................................................................................ 9 

2. Important organisational developments....................................................................................... 15 

Organisational re-structuring and consolidation .............................................................................. 15 

Strengthening approaches and outreach .......................................................................................... 16 

Funding and new income streams .................................................................................................... 17 

International engagements and partnerships ................................................................................... 17 

3. Progress toward goals, January-December 2020 .......................................................................... 20 

Responsible and equitable use of natural resources .................................................................... 24 

Empowered rights holders and expanded civic space .................................................................. 43 

Sustainable and fair global supply chains .......................................................................................... 54 

4. Lessons learnt and going forward ..................................................................................................... 81 

 

 

  



 

3 
 

Executive Summary  
 
This report presents work conducted and results captured by Swedwatch in 2020, a year in which the 
world grappled to adapt to, and address the impacts of, the Covid-19 pandemic. While millions of 
people were pushed into poverty and efforts to tackle climate change stalled, mitigation measures 
adopted to contain the spread of the virus were in many contexts used to strengthen already strict 
restrictions on civil society. In response to this development, and to the organisational challenges 
that lockdowns and travel restrictions created, Swedwatch took on a flexible approach to continue to 
contribute to sustainable development and to promote positive change for rights holders.  
 
During the year, Swedwatch highlighted the grave situation facing human rights and environmental 
defenders (HREDs), urging companies and investors to step up efforts to respect and consult 
defenders in their operations. Furthermore, promoting sustainable natural resource management, 
Swedwatch engaged with communities affected by mining operations and natural rubber production 
in conflict-affected contexts. Based on its expertise and on research findings, Swedwatch also 
submitted recommendations to high-level consultations and policy processes and joined new 
networks with the aim to increase reach through strong alliances.  
 
Efforts to operationalise the 2019-2023 strategy continued, with a specific focus to increase a rights-
based approach and a poverty perspective, as did further mainstreaming of the cross-cutting 
perspectives gender, climate and conflict across work and activities. From an organisational 
perspective, 2020 was however particularly marked by two important events: a new agreement with 
Swedwatch’s main donor, Sida, including a transition to core funding, and the decision to implement 
a new organisational structure.  
 
Examples of key outcomes to which Swedwatch’s work in 2020 contributed:  
 
Engagement with export credit agencies to phase out support to the coal sector 
Coal is the most polluting energy source in the world and emissions from coal-fired power plants the 

single largest contributor to climate change. Still, despite the world’s pledge in the Paris Agreement 

to avoid dangerous climate change, state-controlled banks and export credit agencies (ECAs) based in 

the EU have for decades provided export credits to the coal sector, contributing to upholding the 

coal industry in general and to locking countries into coal dependency for decades to come.  

In 2020, Swedwatch’s work on the issue contributed to important developments in policy changes of 
ECAs. Following extensive dialogue with Swedish ECAs and research on human rights impacts in 
South Africa’s coal district, Swedish ECAS significantly accelerated the pace of change and adopted 
new policies on export credits and loans concerning fossil fuels activities.  
 
Highlighting human rights and environmental impacts in the mining sector  
Although the widespread negative impacts of irresponsible mining practices in Myanmar’s conflict-
ridden Kachin state have been well known for years, three world-leading international mining 
machinery companies including Volvo CE, were in 2018 unable to demonstrate that they had 
conducted human rights due diligence in relation to their sales of mining products in Myanmar.   
As a result of the dialogue with Swedwatch and the findings presented in its 2018 report, Volvo CE 
commissioned a consultant to conduct a human rights due diligence in relation to its sales of mining 
equipment in Myanmar.  The company dialogue and subsequent result were presented in 
Swedwatch’s follow-up report Still overlooked, published in June 2020.  
 
Promoting business support for human rights and environmental defenders  
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Swedwatch significantly increased its work to promote the rights of HREDs, both through direct 
engagement with companies and by ensuring that defenders’ perspectives were presented in 
international fora. For instance, following Swedwatch’s mobilization of six Nordic food companies, 
charges were once again dropped in a new SLAPP-lawsuit against Ecuadorian defender Jorge Acosta, 
reporting on labour rights and environmental impacts in the banana sector. Swedwatch’s continuous 
work with the food companies in support of Acosta has served as a source of inspiration for other 
companies and is one of few cases of active company support of a threatened defender.  
Swedwatch also supported the Ecuadorian union ASTAC to reach out to purchasing companies with 
information on the impacts of Covid-19 on agricultural workers in the banana industry.  
 
Highlighting dangerous labour conditions for women and leading a successful EU project  
Swedwatch was the lead partner for the Make ICT Fair project, a three-year EU-wide campaign 
aiming to improve the lives of affected workers and communities in the information- and 
communication technology supply chains. Within the project, Swedwatch initiated a project focusing 
on how women are affected in the ICT supply chain. Through the collaboration with a local project 
partner in the Philippines, Swedwatch was able to investigate how hazardous chemicals used in the 
production of smartphones and computers affect the health of female factory workers. The report 
enabled Swedwatch to initiate dialogue with five of the world’s largest ICT brands; a dialogue that is 
set to continue in 2021. Swedwatch’s work also led to a new partnership in the Philippines along with 
plans to jointly develop educational material for Philippine factory workers in 2021.  
 
Addressing the role of companies in peacebuilding efforts  
More than a billion people are affected by violent conflict around the world but the vital role of 
business in fuelling conflict – or sustaining peace – is often overlooked in peacebuilding efforts. In 
recent years, Swedwatch has substantially worked to increase the recognition of business in 
peacebuilding in post-conflict settings. As part of this work, Swedwatch facilitated the participation 
of its West African project partners in a regional consultation of the UN Working Group on Business 
and Human rights in Cote d’Ivoire. The Working Group’s recommendations – to which Swedwatch’s 
project partners from Sierra Leona and Liberia had contributed with insights – were presented in a 

report to the UN General Assembly in October 2020.   
 
Facilitating capacity building and exchange for defenders and civil society actors  
Critical in expanding civic space and ensuring a rights-based, participatory and systems approach is 
the facilitation of capacity building and exchange for CSOs to conduct BHRE research and engage in 
dialogue with other stakeholders. In 2020, Swedwatch’s ambitions to increase the number of training 
sessions offered to civil society actors in the Global South was hampered by the pandemic but 
Swedwatch still manged to continue its existing collaboration with human rights organisations in East 
Africa and to offer online trainings.   
 
As a result of Swedwatch’s 2019 and 2020 trainings with organisations from five East African 
countries working with communities affected by mining and agribusiness, several participants 
expressed an increased interest in developing their own work within BHRE and some of them 
initiated concrete projects. The Kenyan organisation Haki Madini has for example used the skills 
acquired during Swedwatch’s training to conduct a study of the impacts related to the mining sector 
in Kenya during Covid-19. 
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1. About Swedwatch  

Swedwatch aims to empower rights holders and to promote responsible business practices, by 

highlighting and contributing to the address of adverse impacts of business operations on people and 

planet. Swedwatch’s work is grounded in thorough research and investigations that form the basis of 

evidence-based publications and expertise, dialogue, capacity development and exchange 

facilitation. Swedwatch has been able to drive substantial positive change for rights holders since the 

organisation was established in 2003. 

Swedwatch has an integrated perspective to human rights and 

the environment, holding that they are intrinsically linked and 

mutually reinforcing. By researching business-related 

environmental and human rights risks and impacts across 

themes and sectors, Swedwatch proposes solutions to relevant 

stakeholders, including businesses and public actors. 

Participatory research ensures that the perspectives of rights 

holders are the driving forces behind change. Through its work, 

Swedwatch facilitates capacity development and increases 

awareness, with the aim to increase influence for rights holders 

in Africa, Asia and Latin America.   

In an era of shrinking civic space, Swedwatch works to ensure 

that rights holders and CSOs representing their interests are 

empowered and able to claim their rights. By providing 

platforms where they can partake in dialogue with other 

stakeholder groups, Swedwatch provides forums for 

empowerment and engagement. Swedwatch’s work is based 

on norms and standards as outlined in international human 

rights and environmental law, international conventions and 

voluntary guidelines – such as the United Nations Guiding 

Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), the OECD 

Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and the Paris 

Agreement. Swedwatch aims to contribute to the fulfilment by 

business and public actors of these standards, while 

recognising the need for increased ownership and 

implementation by all stakeholders for the benefit of rights 

holders. 

Swedwatch is committed to supporting the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals and to create positive change 

in areas where there is an urgent need: from efforts to end 

poverty and ensure decent work and inclusive economic 

growth, to clean water and sanitation as well as just, peaceful and inclusive societies and 

partnerships for the goals.  

Through Swedwatch’s strategic work and outputs, the organisation has become an established player 

in Sweden and abroad. By harnessing lessons learned, continuously reviewing its operating 

environment and identifying innovative approaches to drive positive change, Swedwatch has 

strengthened its strategic direction and contributions to sustainable development. 

 

Swedwatch’s vision is a 

world in which global 

economic systems are 

just, transparent and 

sustainable. Human rights 

and the environment are 

protected and respected 

and businesses contribute 

to sustainable 

development and 

inclusive growth within 

the means of the planet. 

Swedwatch’s mission is to  

empower rights holders 

and to promote 

responsible business 

practices and inclusive 

growth. We do this by 

highlighting how people 

and the planet are 

impacted by company 

activities and by building 

bridges for change across 

stakeholder groups. 

VISION & MISSION 
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Strategy and approach 
  
Swedwatch’s 2019-2023 strategy reflects the results of an iterative journey and holistic approach to 

sustainable development, with a rights-based pillar at centre - placing the contexts and priorities of 

people living in poverty as the entry point of engagement. The strategy was developed in a process 

that included rigorous analysis of lessons learned and Swedwatch’s operating environment, as well as 

cross-stakeholder consultation on trends, challenges and opportunities. The strategy defines mission 

and vision statements, a theory of change and identifies three long-term goals for Swedwatch’s work 

going forward. 

Swedwatch’s Theory of Change holds that behavioural change of key targeted stakeholders is 

necessary to reach the organisation’s long-term goals. Change begins with awareness and 

engagement; being aware of risks and impacts of business operations on human rights and the 

environment, and engaging with various stakeholders, is key to understanding why and how 

stakeholders must change in order for human rights and the environment to be respected and 

protected.   

Through Swedwatch’s intervention strategies, research and investigations, dialogue and 

engagement and capacity building and exchange, Swedwatch seeks to influence business and public 

actors’ behaviour and to contribute to the empowerment of rights holders in countries with weak 

governance and where democracy is under threat. Findings and insight gained is shared in Sweden 

and abroad to public actors, businesses, investors, civil society organisations and the general public, 

supporting efforts to ensure shared and cohesive lessons learned and progress. Across its work, 

Swedwatch seeks to highlight positive examples in order to support best practice, lessons learned 

and continuous improvement and collaboration.  
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Swedwatch has shifted to long-term engagement and to putting the needs and perspectives of rights 

holders at the heart of activities. This greatly increases the potential to contribute to real change. 

Swedwatch’s rights-based approach involves an enhanced strategy of consultation and long-term 

engagement with stakeholders through analysis, exchange forums, research, field visits, training 

workshops and dialogue. This has also strengthened Swedwatch participatory approach to 

interventions by engaging with rights holders throughout project design and implementation. It 

further encourages a participatory role in the evaluation of projects and in feeding back lessons 

learned into planning.  

Engagement has therefore increased with international CSOs, intergovernmental networks and the 

local partners of Swedwatch member organisations. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, Swedwatch has 

had to adjust and reassess the ways in which it may ensure a rights-based approach during 

lockdowns and travel restrictions. While Swedwatch expects to return to its normal practices, 

adjusting to current restrictions faced by the organisation and its partners has allowed alternative 

and complimentary methods to be used when carrying out activities.  

Another facet of the Swedwatch approach is the analysis of systems within a wider context, the 
systems perspective, in order to identify negative dynamics and opportunities for address. This 
perspective heightens possibilities to contribute to change as it finds trends, gaps and common 
denominators as opposed to singular stakeholders or cases. This helps underpin communities of 
practice, and a ‘race-to-the-top’ mentality amongst targeted stakeholders and sectors. This approach 
is also reflected in Swedwatch’s international focus and reach, allowing for a wider span of change in 
behaviour across targeted stakeholder groups and increased results for rights holders.  

Swedwatch application of its theory of change, cross-cutting perspectives (see also Chapter 3) of 

climate and environment, conflict, and gender and Sida’s multidimensional poverty framework are 

increasingly streamlined across the organisation and are being operationalised throughout the 

organisation’s governance and operations, including into Swedwatch PMEL processes. Integrating 

these perspectives is crucial to understanding the complex interlinkages within the area of business, 

human rights and environment and informs how Swedwatch may best contribute to its overarching 

goals.    

Four dimensions of poverty  
 
When assessing the role of business in both contributing to and combating poverty, Swedwatch 
analyses poverty beyond economic vulnerability and uses Sida’s poverty framework and its four 
dimensions of poverty: 
 
1. Not possessing and/or having access to or power over resources that can be used to sustain a 

decent living standard, meet basic needs and improve one’s life: Swedwatch aims to increase rights 

holders’ access and power over resources such as income and natural resources by working with 

CSAs and communities to affect change, through trainings and spaces for dialogue and engagement.  

2. Being poor in terms of opportunities and choice concerns one’s possibilities to develop and/or use 
resources to move out of poverty: Swedwatch’s research explores to what extent rights holders can 
change or influence their own lives and circumstances. A priority of Swedwatch is to facilitate the 
empowerment of rights holders, including highlighting the challenges facing those living in most 
vulnerable situations.  
 
3. Being poor through lacking power and voice relates to people’s ability to articulate their concerns, 
needs and rights in an informed way and to take part in decision making affecting these concerns.  
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Swedwatch has identified expanded civic space as a priority area in order to address the urgent issue 
of shrinking space and increased threats facing EHRDs. Swedwatch’s theory of change is focused on 
empowerment across the board: from participatory research to inclusive dialogue and capacity 
development and exchange.  

 
4. Being poor in terms of human security means that violence and insecurity are constraints to 
different individuals’ and groups’ possibilities to exercise their human rights and to find paths out of 
poverty. Swedwatch focuses on business interests that overlap with situations where people are 
vulnerable to threats on many fronts, and interventions are designed to strengthen local capacities 
to build resilience. Swedwatch also conducts research on the role of business in conflict- affected 
contexts and in contributing to sustained peace, as this is essential in finding paths out of poverty. 
 
The application of Sida’s multidimensional poverty framework is increasingly streamlined across the 
organisation, including at project level as an integral part of interventions’ context- and stakeholder 
analyses. It allows a better understanding of the unique challenges facing workers and communities 
in a given context and allows interventions to adapt in order to address root causes of poverty. Going 
forward, it will be a priority to further develop and integrate the dimension of poverty in 
Swedwatch’s operational work, ensuring harmonization and streamlining of approaches and 
perspectives as part of the consolidation stage.  
 
Contributions to the 2030 Agenda  

As part of strategy development, Swedwatch reviewed interventions to ensure contribution to, and 

support of, the realisation of sustainable development and peace goals as they relate to BHRE and as 

outlined in several established Swedish and international norms, standards and agreements.  

The Covid-19 pandemic has severely exacerbated existing human rights and environmental 

challenges related to business activities and threatens to undermine existing and expected 

achievements toward the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It is therefore essential that there 

is concerted and robust efforts and collaboration across stakeholder groups and national boundaries 

to ensure that the SDGs are not deprioritised and that the core of the goals, to “leave no-one 

behind”, is upheld. 

The 2030 Agenda makes clear the intention that the business sector, while prospering, must ensure 

that, for example, labour rights and environmental standards are protected in accordance with 

relevant international standards, agreements and other initiatives. Sweden’s Policy for Global 

Development is further clear in its recognition of companies’ responsibilities to work for human 

rights, a sound environment and combatting corruption, and that production and consumption 

patterns benefit sustainable development.  



 

9 
 

 

Swedwatch’s interventions are designed to contribute to the realisation of the SDGs where business 

and financial actors have a direct and/or indirect impact on environmental sustainability and human 

rights, in particular: No poverty (goal 1); Zero hunger (goal 2); Good health and well-being (goal 3); 

Gender equality (goal 5); Clean water and sanitation (goal 6); Decent work and economic growth 

(goal 8); Reduced inequalities (goal 10); Responsible consumption and production (goal 12); Climate 

action (goal 13); Life below water (goal 14); Life on land (goal 15); Peace, justice and strong 

institutions (goal 16), and partnerships for the goals (goal 17). 

Swedwatch’s contributions to the SDGs is accounted for in the project sections of this report.  

 

Governance and operations 
 
Swedwatch consists of its Board, member organisations and a Secretariat. Each body fulfils a 
separate and complementary role to ensure good governance, delivery, development and 
improvement of Swedwatch’s work and efficiency and to ensure that Swedwatch is well-positioned 
to drive change in the area of BHRE globally. They are, together with project partners across the 
world, central to the organisation’s planning, evaluation, monitoring and learning processes and 
sustainable organisational development. 
 
In 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic forced the world to operate in, and adapt to, a new landscape and 
the same is true for Swedwatch. All governance and operational work, including the AGM, board 
meetings, staff engagements, have necessarily shifted to remote solutions. Travel and in-person 
interactions have been replaced by virtual meetings and participation in events, research, 
investigations, trainings and dialogue forums otherwise held in the Global South have been paused 
or adapted. Digital solutions and new ways to ensure that findings are shared have taken their place. 
All facets of Swedwatch governance and operations have managed to adapt with minimal disruption. 



 

10 
 

As the Covid-19 pandemic continues into 2021, Swedwatch has reviewed actual and potential 

impacts to operations over the coming year. While costs have been reduced mainly as regards travel 

and other expenditures, Swedwatch will continue to monitor the situation and ensure that donors 

are updated. Swedwatch scoping and planning activities, both internal and in funding applications, 

now necessarily include Covid-19 contingency plans (for more information on operational impacts 

and responses related to Covid-19, see Responding to the Covid-19 pandemic). 

 

Swedwatch Annual General Meeting (AGM) and Board 

 

Swedwatch’s highest decision-making body is the Annual General Meeting (AGM) which elects the 

Swedwatch Board. Board members are nominated by an election committee based on proposals 

from member organisations or its own suggestions. The Board works to ensure the sustainability and 

development of Swedwatch and adopts key documents such as steering documents, strategies, 

annual plans, annual reports as well as budgets and financial statements, ensuring that these are in 

line with decisions made at the AGM toward Swedwatch goals and in line with its statutes.  

Following the 2019 Swedwatch Statutes review, which was changed in order to ensure that Board 

members are elected based on competencies and Swedwatch’s needs and also that non-member 

organisations could be elected, the Board elections committee reviewed nominations from member 

organisations and the Secretariat. On 25 May 2020, the AGM re-elected Per Söderberg as 

Chairperson of the Board and Maria Larsson was elected as Vice Chairperson. Notably, and in line 

with Swedwatch strategic development over recent years, the AGM also updated Swedwatch’s 

statutes by removing “Swedish-related” business from its purpose. This was done in order to 

underpin Swedwatch systems-approach and further consolidate Swedwatch strategic journey as a 

global actor, working to impact change across borders and stakeholder groups. 

The Board convened eight times in 2020. Following findings from the ISK review conducted in the 

early part of the year, several important recommendations were made, including the introduction by 

the Board of annual review of all steering documents, including the responsibilities and delegation of 

authority, to ensure actuality. Subsequently, the Board conducted a review of all policies and 

steering documents in the latter half of 2020 with an aim to clarify and consolidate Swedwatch 

standards, expectations on staff, and further reflect moves away from operational work that the 

Board has made over recent years. The Board also clarified roles and responsibilities through the 

Board decision and delegation authority between the Board and the Director, which significantly 

shifted to reflect the strategic direction of the organisation. Several documents of more operational 

nature, and which reflected Swedwatch prior to strategic changes, were either completely removed 

or placed at Secretariat level to enable more effective process development. The Secretariat has in 

turn identified the necessity of a new annual planning process and development of communication 

and collaboration channels with member organisations. 

The Board also introduced its first Risk management policy, and updated its Complaint mechanisms, 

Policy against corruption, fraud and conflict of interest, and Procurement policy.   

The Secretariat 
 
Swedwatch has reached an important stage of consolidating the changes that have been 
implemented the last few years. Operational consolidation and recruitments have reflected 
Swedwatch developing priorities, which has helped strengthen the organisation’s overall impact and 

direction (see also Organisational re-structuring and consolidation). Dialogue with all bodies of 
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the organisation and with external stakeholders, including project partners and external evaluators, 
has become a critical component in ensuring Swedwatch sustainability and relevance.   
 
During 2020 and 2019, Swedwatch underwent several evaluations. Most recently, Ernst & Young 
performed a review of the internal management and control systems (ISK) of Swedwatch. The main 
objective of the review was to evaluate whether the organisation has reliable and relevant routines, 
adequate resources and competencies to manage future contributions from Sida. In the final report 
Ernst & Young concluded that Swedwatch does have acceptable internal control environment, while 
a number of very valuable recommendations were also provided. These recommendations have 
been a priority for the organisation during 2020. Some delays in implementation have been noted 
due to Covid-19 but none of urgent character. Overall, Swedwatch has progressed well in 
implementing the recommendations through, for example, updating and clarifying its policy on 
corruption, bribery and conflict of interest and how to submit complaints anonymously. 
 
In January 2020, the roles and responsibilities of the Management Team and of each individual 
function was documented in job descriptions and in the first Decision and Working Order developed 
by the Director. The document covers areas including personnel, work environment, finance/ 
procurement/agreements, external communications and fundraising. Swedwatch also updated its 
financial handbook, developed a PMEL manual, and partnership criteria, to name a few. Compliance 
routines were also introduced to ensure systematic review of policies and guidelines.  

Swedwatch has also placed considerable effort on work environment, as it is committed to providing 

a positive and healthy work environment for all its employees and works actively for an inclusive and 

fair workplace through systematically identifying risks and mitigation measures. However, the 

pandemic created unique challenges to Swedwatch’s work environment as almost all employees 

have been working remotely since March 2020. The implications of remote working, both on psycho-

social and physical work environment, have been continuously monitored and mitigated in close 

dialogue with staff and the work environment representatives. External expertise and support from 

Occupational Health services is currently being contracted to continue efforts in creating and 

maintaining a positive work environment for all employees. 

Important to work environment and to meeting goals is also competence development and relevant 

positions were provided with training, including on leadership during change, chemicals and 

toxicology, environment and security, digital security, as well as on work environment. Furthermore, 

a training for all project staff and management was arranged on RBM and project planning, 

facilitated by an external consultant. 

Responding to the Covid-19 pandemic 

 
The rapid on-set of the Covid-19 pandemic around the world became evident in the early months of 
2020. In response, Swedwatch’s Director convened a Covid-19 crisis management team with the 
early objectives to reduce risk of transmission among staff, reduce operational risks, and decrease 
risk of impacts on partners and other stakeholders, while ensuring an ability to respond to emerging 
BHRE risks and impacts and capability to reach our long-term goals.  

Overseas staff were recalled to Sweden and all planned international travel halted. In order to ensure 

preparedness and decrease the likelihood of disruption to operations, all Swedwatch staff 

participated in a test-run of systems for full remote work.  Since then, staff have worked remotely 

and projects have been successfully adapted to reflect the changing landscape.  
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Increased workload for management became a reality due to adaptation needs and crisis response. 

There was also an increase in sick leave and leave for care of family members amongst staff – this has 

not had significant implications for operations due to adaptation plans in projects being identified 

early and due to early initiation of dialogue with relevant stakeholders, particularly project partners. 

Significant efforts were made to create flexible plans that can adapt to changing circumstances as 
needed, while also taking into consideration possible long-term effects of the pandemic to ensure 
relevance of work. Adaptations within operations are made on a case-by-case basis with contingency 
planning that maintains focus on achieving outcomes. Swedwatch’s efforts to highlight and address 
new trends and challenges experienced by rights holders, will continue in 2021 and will permeate 
Swedwatch governance and operations. 
 
To further enhance ability to drive change in the long-term, Swedwatch will use the period of non-
travel to consolidate the organisation and enhance its ability to create impact using new methods. 
Several of these have already been implemented (for example, outreach editorials, online discussion 
forums, development of training projects and whistleblowing mechanism, to name a few). 
Swedwatch is also exploring several more. Once pandemic restrictions have been lifted this will leave 
Swedwatch stronger and more resilient than before – with more diversified approaches and a 

strengthened organisation, ultimately expected to lead to increased impact (see also Chapter 4. 
Lessons learnt and going forward).  
 
Member organisations 

 

Swedwatch’s member organisations are connected to rights holders through hundreds of partner 

organisations operating in countries and regions where Swedwatch focuses its research and impact 

goals. This supports projects in ensuring a rights-based approach and project relevance, with 

dialogue and capacity development and exchange with rights holders at the centre. There has been a 

significant increase in interest from organisations wishing to join Swedwatch. Prior to 2020, 

Swedwatch latest application for membership was in 2011. As a natural development of this 

significant shift in interest, Swedwatch Board and Secretariat have begun to review the introduction 

of new processes to ensure proactive and reactive balance where new members are concerned. 

Focus thus far has been on ensuring aligned goals, ability to impact change and to reach more rights 

holders.  

The evolving relationship with member organisations reflects the strategic journey Swedwatch has 

undertaken during the last few years. Previously, member organisations would commission reports 

on specific cases to use in their own outreach and advocacy work. As Swedwatch has developed it 

has become possible to engage in a more strategic partnerships on various issues and types of 

interventions and to work on salient issues for longer. Member organisations are an integral part of 

ensuring a participatory and systems approach and are also vital in Swedwatch’s PMEL processes.   

Member organisations are often engaged in Swedwatch’s projects from the inception phase of a 

project through to the post-implementation stage and integrate Swedwatch’s work into their own 

activities. Projects outputs, such as reports are also used locally by member organisation’s partners 

in the Global South in capacity-building, awareness-raising and advocacy activities. Member 

organisations may provide financial resources for individual projects and invest personnel resources 

which are converted to in-kind contributions.  
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Act Church of Sweden and Swedwatch work together to raise the perspectives of 

rights holders in business-related issues in areas such as land rights, natural 

resources and gender equality. Through this collaboration, Swedwatch may engage 

with exchange and capacity-building with Act Church of Sweden partner 

organisations across regions, as well as with investors and companies that Act Church 

of Sweden is in dialogue with, in its roles as both development actor, investor and procurer. 

Increased focus going forward will be directed towards emerging markets and in exploring how 

small- and medium sized enterprises adhere to national and international frameworks on human 

rights and business. Act Church of Sweden works directly with more than 200 partner organisations 

in 25 countries. Through the ACT Alliance, Act Church of Sweden and Diakonia have a further 1,000 

partners. 

Swedwatch works with Afrikagrupperna on issues related to the work they do based 

on their partnership with organisations and movements in Southern Africa. In 

addition, Afrikagrupperna support the struggles for a free Western Sahara. Shared 

areas of priority, between Swedwatch and Afrikagrupperna, include addressing 

issues related to the exploitation and unfair distribution of natural resources, unfair power structures 

and shrinking civic space - all with a feminist approach. Afrikagrupperna has around 30 partners in 

Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe.  

 

Swedwatch and Diakonia work together to raise awareness, build capacity and 

to advocate on business-related human rights risks and abuses towards 

stakeholders both in Sweden and in countries home to Diakonia’s partner organisations. Main issues 

include civic space, women’s empowerment and the responsibilities of companies operating in 

conflict-affected areas. Diakonia works in partnership with around 400 local organisations, 

associations and grassroots movements in around 30 countries. 

Swedwatch and Fair Action work together in raising awareness on human and labour 

rights challenges in sectors such as garment and footwear, within tourism and in 

relation to the operations of investors/banks. One main focus is the promotion of 

decent work and living wages. While Fair Action mainly addresses companies through 

campaigns designed to create consumer support to affect change for rights holders, Swedwatch’s 

role in this regard is more in the form of raising general awareness on issued raised and to engage 

with companies and decision-makers through constructive dialogue and expert inputs. 

In cooperation with SSNC, Swedwatch highlights human 

rights risks related to business activities adversely affecting 

the environment and climate, with specific focus on materials, resources and production practices. 

Through the SSNC, Swedwatch can connect with local partners across Africa, Latin America and Asia. 

In the collaboration, issues relating to shrinking space, large-scale land- and water investments, and 

lack of corporate transparency is often at the centre. Joint work typically includes awareness raising, 

capacity-building, dialogue and advocacy work. The SSNC works with 50 organisations in 10 countries 

in Africa, Asia, Latin America and Eastern Europe, and also participates in various networks globally 

and within the EU. 

http://www.afrikagrupperna.se
http://www.fairaction.se
http://www.naturskyddsforeningen.se
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 Swedwatch works with Solidarity Sweden – Latin America and in 

collaboration with their over 90 partner organisations in Latin America 

and the Caribbean, to highlight human rights- and environmental 

challenges related to business activities. Specific issues will include natural resource and land rights 

and the situation for EHRDs in the region. Joint work often includes highlighting these challenges in 

Sweden and in affected areas, with particular attention to the roles and responsibilities of state 

pension funds, in line with earlier work conducted by the organisation.  

 
Planning, Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (PMEL) 

Swedwatch applies an RBM-approach, with PMEL processes that prioritise pragmatism, usability and 

capture and review lessons learned in a way that reflects our work in the world with a focus on 

results for rights holders. Swedwatch practices programme management that is adaptive and flexible 

in order to help ensure that key issues and approaches are relevant, effective and sustainable and 

contribute to change. A flexible and results-based approach, informed by ongoing evaluation and 

learning, during design and implementation phases at organisational-, programme-, and project-level 

actions, allows for adaptation to changing circumstances and opportunities. This has proven 

particularly valuable in the times of Covid-19.  

Identified challenges, opportunities and project ideas are gathered by the Secretariat throughout the 

year. These are based on environmental scanning, discussions with rights holders and other 

stakeholder groups and on information sent to Swedwatch by, for example, member organisations 

based on their own dialogue with partner organisations. The Swedwatch Secretariat reviews ideas 

and cases throughout the year and findings form the basis of subsequent years’ work plans. 

Depending on the findings connected to ongoing scoping with primary focus on the rights holders, as 

well as considerations regarding for example geographic focus and sector, an annual work plan is 

developed and adopted by Swedwatch’s Board along with an annual budget. The annual planning 

process is supported by several tools, questionnaires, reviews and discussions. With core funding 

secured this will be a key focus in 2021. As part of the consolidation phase, Swedwatch will now 

develop its long-, medium- and short-term planning processes. This will include a review of existing 

mechanisms and discussion with member organisations and other stakeholders, such as selected 

project partners and experts in the PMEL field.  

Swedwatch’s outcome objectives generally involve working toward changes in behaviour, relations 
and/or attitudes among targeted stakeholders. This can entail difficulties in establishing clear 
causality between activities and results and as such Swedwatch adopts monitoring methods primarily 
based on qualitative data including, for example storytelling. By “change”, Swedwatch intends to 
contribute to the increased capacity of both organisations and individuals (through awareness, skills 
and knowledge) and improved performance by business actors and public actors, as well as 
empowerment of rights holders and local CSOs. Swedwatch’s work therefore aligns with 
contributions to achievement of outcomes rather than attribution of development impacts. This is 
an essential piece in driving change for rights holders and the environment.  

Outcomes are harvested regularly, however, many changes develop slowly, and it may take time 
before Swedwatch is made aware of outcomes. Swedwatch harvests results through several different 
channels and stakeholders, mainly local partner organisations and member organisations, 
companies, and civil society organisations. Swedwatch arranges twice-annual M&E workshops in 
order to harness lessons learned and identify ways forward. For more information on findings from 
the workshops in 2020 see Chapter 4. Lessons learnt and going forward. 

http://www.latinamerikagrupperna.se
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During 2019 and 2020 Swedwatch received support from external expertise in identifying ways 
forward in developing its PMEL processes. This has become particularly relevant as a new core 
funding agreement was reached with Sida in July 2020 and after external expertise on how to 
integrate cross-cutting perspectives into Swedwatch’s methodology and tools, for example an 
updated project plan template which will include updated M&E guidance is currently being 
developed in order to consolidate the changes that have been implemented throughout particularly 
2019 and 2020.  
 

2. Important organisational developments 

Swedwatch works continuously to ensure that captured lessons learned lead and this has lead to a 

strengthened organisation with increased relevance and effectiveness of its work. Swedwatch has 

undertaken a significant journey throughout the last few years to develop its strategic direction and 

ensure results-based management throughout its operations.  

Organisational re-structuring and consolidation 
Swedwatch has undergone significant change over recent years. It now has a new strategy and goals, 
including work with member organisations and project partners, more staff and diversified funding, 
new statutes, several new and/or updated policies and steering documents as well as new PMEL 
(planning, monitoring, evaluation, and learning) processes. Increased results and impact, 
international recognition and demand have been achieved in tandem with ToC development, a shift 
to a rights-based approach, significant policy review, and several external evaluations. Considerable 
time has also been invested in reviewing work environment and clarifying roles and mandates.  

And yet despite this significant shift in work method Swedwatch structure has remained largely 

unchanged since 2003. The need for a new structure, has been identified based on lessons learned in 

order to consolidate changes and ensure increased effectiveness. Therefore, considerable focus was 

placed over the course of 2020 on reviewing its organisational structure in order to: 

- unpack outdated structures and processes that were designed to support a small, editorial 
outfit; 

- explore opportunities for new structures that reflected changes and needs as regards 
processes, mandates and ownership that may enable its staff, member organisations, project 
partners, rights holders, and other relevant stakeholders continue their positive journey 
forward; 

- and given its constantly evolving operating environment, there was a need for a structural 
review to help the organisation be well-positioned to meet increasing demand and 
opportunities, and to mitigate risks, in order to realise and attain its goals.  

 

To that end, the review was carried out in 2020, and after negotiations with trade unions, a new 

organisational structure will be in place by March 2021. This new structure will allow Swedwatch to 

continue to evolve strategically and sustainably, with increased advocacy and outreach efforts in 

Sweden and abroad. In 2021 focus will be placed on securing the new organisational structure with 

supporting processes, tools and templates in order to allow the changes to be fully integrated into 

Swedwatch operations. Time and resources will be allocated on setting the new organisational 

structure – including all that that entails with new process descriptions, job descriptions and work 

environment risk management. External expertise will be obtained for support within these areas. 

This consolidation stage is essential in order to ensure the sustainability of the organisation and 

continued efficiency and effectiveness of operations. 
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Strengthening approaches and outreach 

As methodology and tools are developed and updated to reflect lessons learned and Swedwatch 

strategy, these have – over the course of 2019 and 2020 and as part of Swedwatch rights-based and 

participatory approach – expanded to ensure that they can be used by project partner organisations 

and other defenders. Examples of tools being developed are Swedwatch’s methodology handbook, 

training tools, supporting documents, planning tools and templates. These will be developed to 

provide guidance when planning, implementing, and evaluating projects. Work included the 

integration of PMEL process-findings, alignment with Swedwatch’s strategy and efforts to ensure 

that the handbook integrates multidimensional poverty perspectives as well as Swedwatch’s cross-

cutting perspectives. Swedwatch will continue to streamline a holistic approach to the perspectives.  

A key element of Swedwatch’s PMEL processes is the learning component, as it allows Swedwatch to 

identify strengths and challenges going forward, and thus harness lessons learned in order to ensure 

that Swedwatch effectively contributes to real change. Significant focus has been placed over recent 

years on developing methods and tools to streamline internal systems within the Secretariat. It is 

clear from evaluations (both internal and external) that this focus on learning has allowed 

Swedwatch to develop interventions with an increasing focus on the needs and perspectives of rights 

holders, as well as taking into consideration other lessons from what works and leads to results.  

Examples include increasingly arranging trainings and exchange forums with local CSO’s on BHRE and 

committing to more long-term engagement with stakeholders as this has often proved to be a 

success factor in affecting behavioural change. However, this has to be managed within the 

organisation’s resources and managing expectations is an important part of stakeholder 

engagement, especially considering increasing demand and requests for collaborations. Swedwatch 

received support from Sida’s Helpdesk for Environment and Climate change to offer advice and 

guidance based on review of key documents and meetings with Swedwatch. The Helpdesk concluded 

that while the environmental perspective was already clearly integrated in Swedwatch’s work, there 

was room to strengthen the perspective. Building on from recommendations from the Helpdesk, 

Swedwatch updated wording in its Strategy and is including environmental perspectives throughout 

project design, including in context analyses and field work methodology.  

Efforts have also supported dialogue and advocacy work, including increased cooperation with 

existing environmental networks and institutions, CSAs and environmental human rights defenders. 

In 2020 the Secretariat also mapped Swedwatch’s previous work related to environment and climate 

change in order to integrate these findings in work going forward. Swedwatch also initiated work to 

ensure cross-over to questions related to gender, conflict and poverty and will continue work to 

ensure that research questions and existing tools for field research are also developed. Climate 

impacts and impacts on gender, conflict and poverty will be increasingly communicated in our 

dialogue with businesses and other stakeholders and in our capacity development and exchange 

projects with local partners. 

In June 2020 Sida contracted IPE Triple Line to assist Swedwatch in deepening the integration of a 
gender perspective in the organisation’s work. This included providing analysis, co-developing tools 
and approaches and strengthening the capacities of staff. The work has been carried out in close 
cooperation with the Secretariat throughout 2020 and has helped Swedwatch clarify and define 
gender in terms of a problem analysis and in its theory of change. The support proved very valuable 
even beyond the focus of gender mainstreaming as it allowed Swedwatch to test its Theory of 
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Change, review PMEL processes and other cross-cutting issues. This input and work will be carried 
forward in the organisational consolidation in 2021, ensuring harmonization and synergies of 
approaches and processes.    
 
Swedwatch is committed to gender mainstreaming as “a strategy for making women’s as well as 
men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of development-oriented research, policies, regulatory frameworks, programmes in all 
political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally and inequality is not 
perpetuated.” Efforts to support this work include the capacity development of staff regarding 
gender and the Secretariat is currently implementing an action plan developed with Tripleline which 
includes suggested readings and research on relevant topics within BHRE related to gender. The 
gender mainstreaming work will be followed up during 2021 and integrated into the tools and 
templates currently being developed. 
 
Over the year, Swedwatch has also worked to strengthen its external outreach. With funding from 
the Swedish Consumer Agency, Swedwatch was able to update and upgrade the website, so that 
Swedwatch publications and activities can be communicated in a more digestible manner and 
towards a wider target audience, with particular focus on consumers. The web programming was 
conducted in late 2020 and the upgraded website launched in early 2021. 
 

Funding and new income streams 

 
Swedwatch has increased efforts to diversify funding in order to ensure the sustainable development 

of the organisation and sustainability of results. During 2020 Swedwatch has substantially increased 

the organisation’s efforts and potential to secure funding from a diverse range of donors with several 

funding efforts. In July 2020 Swedwatch signed a grant contract for core funding with Sida, an 

agreement that is valid until 2023. This follows a period of extensions of the previous programme 

funding and marks the first core funding agreement with Sida. Swedwatch also focused on seeking 

funding from multilateral institutions. Applications submitted in 2020 did lead to new funders as 

Swedwatch secured funding from the Swedish government agency Folke Bernadotte Academy (FBA) 

and UK-based the Bulb Foundation in 2021. 

International engagements and partnerships  

 
Collaboration, local ownership and participation are central concepts in Swedwatch’s projects and 

activities and are imperative in the organisation’s strategy to ensure efficiency and sustainability of 

results. Swedwatch considers collaboration as essential in promoting positive change for rights 

holders. Partnerships include those with CSOs as well as public and private actors.  

Swedwatch also seeks to create synergies with actors working on similar issues, allowing for 

constructive and in-depth exchanges about business impacts and responsibilities, and for Swedwatch 

to act as an intermediary, connecting stakeholders with each other. The Covid-19 pandemic has had 

implications for engaging directly in face-to-face meetings with international partners and 

Swedwatch has had to find new and innovative ways to connect and engage. These efforts will 

continue and will be integrated into project planning including risk mitigation strategies.   

In 2020, Swedwatch joined new networks, including two networks coordinating civil society efforts 

regarding work related to human rights and environmental defenders; the Defenders in 

Development campaign organised through the Coalition for Human Rights in Development, and the 

Defend the Defender’s Coalition (DD Coalition) organised by the International Land Coalition.  
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In addition, Swedwatch applied to the The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC), tasked with supporting the global response to the threat of climate change. Its 

secretariat hosts the annual Conference of the Parties (COP). The Convention itself is the parent 

treaty of the 2015 Paris Agreement. The decision of preliminary observer status is to be 

communicated to applicants during August 2021, while full observer status is granted only at the 

opening of the crucial COP26 in Glasgow in November 2021, where states which are Parties to the 

Agreement are expected to renew and strengthen commitments with regard to climate change 

mitigation and adaptation. Taking part in the COPs gives Swedwatch a possibility to influence the 

debate on climate change. 

Going forward in 2021, Swedwatch will prioritise reviewing policy processes as well as its 

formal/informal engagement in several consortiums, including ECOSOC, UNEA and the Defenders in 

Development campaign organised through the Coalition for Human Rights in Development. The aim 

is to increase efforts to communicate its position and engagements in policy processes with relevant 

stakeholders. This will also be an important step in the consolidation process to ensure effective 

contributions to relevant policies and push for the voices and perspectives of rights holders to be at 

the centre of policy developments. 

Some partnerships and networks that Swedwatch is engaged in are listed below. 

 

The Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) is at the heart of the United Nations system 

to advance the three dimensions of sustainable development – economic, social and 

environmental. The consultative status provides Swedwatch with access to ECOSOC and 

its subsidiary bodies – such as the Commission on the Status of Women, the UN Forum 

on Forests and ECOSOC regional commissions, to the various human rights mechanisms 

of the United Nations, ad-hoc processes on small arms, as well as special events organized by the 

President of the General Assembly. Swedwatch continued its engagement with ECOSOC throughout 

the year. 

 
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is the leading environmental 

authority in the UN system. UNEP uses its expertise to strengthen environmental 

standards and practices while helping implement environmental obligations at the 

country, regional and global levels. Accreditation as an NGO in the Major Groups and 

Stakeholders by the UN Environment in July 2019 has allowed Swedwatch to attend regional 

consultations and global meetings in association with the UN Environment Assembly (UNEA). Swedwatch 

continues to engage in dialogue with other accredited organsations to advocate for policy changes on 

environmental issues through the UNEA. 

The Make ICT Fair campaign aims to improve the lives of workers and communities 

affected by the information and communication technology (ICT) supply chains. 

Swedwatch is the lead coordinator and the project is carried out with ten other 

European CSOs. The project which started 1 November 2017 and ended in January 

2021 and had an overall objective to increase EU citizens’ knowledge of EU 

development cooperation within the context of the SDGs, raise awareness and understanding among 

of EU citizens and decision makers on the interdependencies between the Global South and Europe 

and to mobilise EU citizens, decision makers and ICT purchasers to improve workers' and 

communities' rights and conditions in the ICT industry.  

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
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As the Covid-19 pandemic stalled many activities, partners worked to swiftly mitigate impacts. The 

campaign applied for and was granted to prolong the project by three months, ending 31 January 

2021. Partners remain in close dialogue on how the project may continue and how results and 

recommendations can live on beyond the project lifetime. Make ICT Fair was co-financed by the EU, 

and partly co-financed by Sida (see also Error! Reference source not found.). 

 

The European Responsible Investment Network (ERIN) is committed to 

promoting sustainable investment systems across Europe. Members share 

knowledge, develop joint projects and work together to champion sustainable and responsible 

investments, for example through focus on large investors and shareholder activism. Swedwatch’s 

expertise, research and case studies provide entry-points for ERIN members across Europe to engage 

with investors and companies. During 2020 Swedwatch engaged with the network, resulting in 

increased exposure to advocacy activities in other EU countries and at EU level, as well as in renewed 

contact with leading CSOs within the responsible investment community.  

 

Swedwatch is part of IWGEPP, the International Working Group for Ethical Public 
Procurement, a network of CSOs, public procurers and governmental bodies who 
share the objective of developing and promoting sustainable and ethical trade 

practices in public procurement in the EU and its member countries. In the first half of 2020, 
members took part in an OECD meeting in March on leveraging responsible business conduct 
through public procurement and had a joint discussion on strategies forward. The network 
experiences increased interest from several actors and new stakeholders have joined meetings in 
2020, including the UK Home Office. The Home Office manages the UK Modern Slavery Act, which 
requires companies in the UK to publicly show how it works to identify and address risks of modern 
slavery and human trafficking in its operations and supply chains.  

 

The European Coalition for Corporate Justice (ECCJ) is a network of more than 250 

NGOs from 15 countries advocating for European laws that guarantee corporate 

accountability and transparency. As the Swedish membership rotates between 

different Swedish CSO’s, Swedwatch in 2020 passed the membership on to 

Diakonia, but continues to follow the coalition’s work and may still provide input through Diakonia.  

 

The Business, Conflict and Human Rights Network gathers CSOs and researchers 

with the aim to analyse the role of companies and how they impact human rights 

and the environment in conflict affected contexts. The network is developing a 

working group that will focus on the role of companies in peacebuilding. In April 

2020, Swedwatch joined the BCHR network and other CSOs in a submission to the UN Working Group 

on Business and Human Rights to help inform the Working Group’s project report to the UN General 

Assembly.  

 

CONCORD Sweden, the Swedish platform of CONCORD Europe, promotes 

collaboration and joint advocacy initiatives on issues such as policy coherence, the 

2030 Agenda, civic space, gender equality and other development-related issues. 

Swedwatch is part of CONCORD Sweden’s working groups on Civic space and 

Business and Human Rights. In 2020 Swedwatch has engaged with the platform in meetings and as 
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part of outputs such as op-eds or reports and most significantly with the campaign ‘Visa 

handlingskraft’ calling for mandatory human rights due diligence. 

 

OECD Watch is a global CSO network with more than 100 members in 55 

countries, aiming to inform and advise the wider CSO community on how to 

use the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and its associated grievance mechanism to 

achieve corporate accountability access to remedy. OECD Watch is also committed to improving the 

implementation and effectiveness of the guidelines through increased global CSO coordination and 

advocacy towards governments and international institutions. Swedwatch continued its engagement 

throughout 2020 and for instance, research made by Swedwatch and Peruvian partner CODEHICA on 

effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on workers and communities was used by OECD Watch for input to 

the OECD. Together with OECD-watch, Swedwatch also organised an online workshop on gender-

sensitive human rights due diligence and the need for strengthening wording on gender in a 

potential update of the OECD Guidelines. 

 

In May 2020, Swedwatch joined the CSO network Environment, Climate, Conflict 

and Peace (ECCP) which is working towards the 2nd International Environmental 

Peacebuilding Conference to take place in February 2022. Within the network, 

Swedwatch continues the dialogue on the role of responsible business conduct in 

environmental protection, conflict and peace. 

The Defend the Defenders Coalition brings together more than fifty national and 

international human, environmental, and land rights organisations, networks, and 

defenders to scale up protection for land and environmental defenders and to 

demand greater accountability from governments and businesses. The coalition is an 

important channel for Swedwatch to join forces and exchange information and 

strategies with other organisations on specific cases. During 2020, Swedwatch received and spread 

information about access to emergency support to threatened defenders in our own network. 

 

The campaign Defenders in Development was initiated by the Coalition for Human 

Rights in Development, a global coalition of social movements, civil society 

organisations and grassroots groups working to ensure community-led development 

that respects, protects, and fulfils human rights, with a specific focus on development 

finance institutions. This partnership has strengthened Swedwatch’s possibilities to 

reach out to development banks and development finance institutions on issues related to 

defenders. During 2020, Swedwatch cooperated with Defenders in Development in our dialogue with 

Swedfund, the Swedish government and EDFI, for example through a joint advocacy campaign 

towards EDFI and other development banks prior to the Finance in Common meeting. 

 

3.  Progress toward goals, January-December 2020 

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has altered lives across the globe, and starkly illustrated the 

structural injustices that exist between rich and poor within and between countries. Apart from the 

serious implications on human health, the effects on the global economy and mitigation measures 

taken by governments to hinder the spread of the virus have brought devastating effects on local and 
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national economies as jobs and incomes have been lost. The negative impacts of sudden divestment 

or cessation of business operations have been more palpable and global than ever before, negatively 

impacting millions of workers as well as smallholders dependent on selling products for their 

livelihood. Besides estimated to push an additional 88 million into extreme poverty in 2020, the 

World Bank has warned that the pandemic, combined with the pressures of conflict and climate 

change will put the goal of ending poverty by 2030 beyond reach without swift and substantial policy 

action.  

Many governments have used the mitigation measures adopted to contain the spread of the virus to 

further strengthen their grip on civil society. The civil society platform Civicus reports that violations 

on the freedom of expression emerged shortly after Covid-19 was declared a pandemic by the WHO, 

including censorship of free speech, targeting of media outlets and the passing of restrictive laws 

such as overly broad emergency laws. Citizens, journalists and HREDs have experienced harassment 

and intimidation. As highlighted by Swedwatch in an early briefing paper on Covid-19 and business, 

arrests of government critics, opposition members, and citizens expressing opinions online have 

been reported in many countries. Considering these challenges, Swedwatch increased its efforts to 

strengthen and support project partners in their role as defenders, while also reaching out to key 

business and state actors to increase their awareness on the situation of HREDs and calling for 

preventive measures to be put in place. 

Indeed, the role of business in respecting human rights and promoting a sustainable development, 

and to support and promote the work of defenders, has never been more important. In the wake of 

increased pressure on civic space, companies and investors urgently need to step up their efforts to 

identify and address risks to human rights and environmental defenders in their operations and value 

chains. Public investors and development banks, currently investing heavily in efforts to overcome 

and mitigate the socio-economic crisis, need to put both people and the planet at the centre when 

trying to “build back better”.  

Swedwatch’s strategy covering 2019-2023 reflects a holistic approach to sustainable development, 

with a rights-based pillar at the centre, placing the perspectives of people living in poverty as the 

entry point of engagement. Throughout 2020, Swedwatch has continued to implement projects in 

line with its strategy and conduct activities to deliver on the three long-term goals (see Strategy and 

approach) that overarch all our work. Projects have also been designed to identify and address issues 

related to Swedwatch’s cross-cutting perspectives climate and environment, conflict and gender. 

Cross-cutting perspectives  

Climate and the environment are intimately connected with human rights. Swedwatch works to 
mainstream climate and environmental issues as they relate to business across projects, which may 
include research highlighting the climate and BHRE, for example green investments, just transition, 
stakeholders’ adherence to the Paris Agreement, and the role of business in environmental 
peacebuilding. Through strategic project selection, recruitment of environmental experts and new 
partnerships, Swedwatch’s work on business, climate and the environment contributed to significant 
results in 2020 and prepared the ground for continued impact going forward.  
 
Over recent years, the world has witnessed an increase in social tensions and conflict in relation to 
business operations. Swedwatch has increased its focus on the role of business in conflict and in 
peacebuilding processes and will continue its research and analysis on the role that business can play 
in promoting peace- but also in exacerbating conflict dynamics - paying special attention to both 
gender-based and sexual violence.  

https://swedwatch.org/regions/africa-south-of-the-sahara/covid-19-business-human-rights-and-the-environment/
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Swedwatch collaborates with local CSOs to, for example, strengthen women impacted by land-
intensive business operations and promote inclusive decision-making. Swedwatch also advocates on 
the importance of integrating responsible governance of business operations in the peacebuilding 
and sustaining peace agenda. In 2020 Swedwatch submitted a successful application to FBA 
regarding work in the fragile post-conflict contexts of Liberia and Sierra Leone. 
 
Business-related impacts affect women, men, girls and boys differently. While women are both 
primary safeguarders of the environment and disproportionately affected by the impacts of climate 
change, women HREDs are overly exposed to gender-specific threats and violence. Swedwatch has 
increased its understanding and focus on gender aspects by ensuring that gender dimensions are 
taken into account throughout the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of projects. 
This includes highlighting specific risks and impacts on women and girls, ensuring that women 
participate in dialogue and engagement forums, including capacity development and exchange 
initiatives.  

Applying the perspectives  
 
Through consultations with member organisations, project partner organisations and from Sida’s 
Environment and Climate Change helpdesk and Sida-contracted support from IPE Triple Line on 
gender equality, Swedwatch’s efforts during 2019 to streamline our cross-cutting perspectives of 
climate and environment, conflict, and gender and Sida’s multidimensional poverty framework led to 
developments of the organisation’s governance, operations and PMEL processes. The work 
continued in 2020 and as a result, Swedwatch is today well-positioned to ensure that the 
perspectives are taken into account throughout the design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of all our projects.  
 
Applying the environment and climate perspective  

A number of efforts aimed at maximising the environment and climate perspective across 

Swedwatch’s work, including important support from Sida’s Environmental and Climate Helpdesk 

and recruitment of environmental experts were conducted in 2019. Amongst other 

recommendations, the dialogue with the Helpdesk concluded that Swedwatch’s work on 

environmental and climate issues could benefit from increased cooperation with existing 

environmental networks and institutions.  

The recommendation was in line with findings from Swedwatch’s own gap analysis and in 2020 

Swedwatch subsequently strategically identified and joined several new networks, including two 

networks coordinating civil society efforts regarding work related to environmental defenders, the 

Defenders in Development campaign and the Defend the Defender’s Coalition. Swedwatch 

furthermore commenced a collaborative project with an environmental research expert 

organisation, and cooperated with the European Responsible Investment Network to elaborate a tool 

to scrutinize investor’s commitments to decarbonization. In addition, Swedwatch’s dialogue with 

several UN Special Rapporteurs dedicated to climate and environment related topics was 

strengthened throughout the year, and Swedwatch’s involvement with relevant UN agencies 

continued.   

Swedwatch furthermore actively took on board project ideas from environmental human rights 
defenders and civil society organisations working on environmental and climate issues. Similarly, 
during 2020 the organisation solidified its capacity to address links between environmental and 
climate impacts and impacts on gender, conflict and poverty in dialogue with businesses and in 
capacity development and exchange projects with local partners.  
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Work to highlight the important role of environmental defenders in contributing to sustainable 
development, and the importance of businesses recognising the right of defenders to work freely and 
without fear of retaliation, constituted a significant part of our work in 2020, and stressed in 
recommendations in virtually all Swedwatch’s outputs throughout the year as well as in input 
submitted to various policy processes.  
 
Through continued strategic selection of research projects that highlight the climate and BHRE, for 
example by conducting research on green investments, just transition, stakeholders’ adherence to 
the Paris Agreement, and the role of business in environmental peacebuilding Swedwatch’s work 
contributed to significant results during the year and has prepared the ground for efficient 
cooperation focused at benefitting rights holders.  
 
Applying the conflict perspective  
Over recent years, the world has witnessed an increase in social tensions and conflict in relation to 

business operations. Swedwatch had a strong focus on the role of business in peacebuilding and 

conflict during 2019, especially through collaboration with local partners in Sierra Leone and Liberia, 

and with civil society actors in the Great Lakes and Horn of Africa region. Strategic collaboration and 

increased dialogue with several targeted stakeholders on conflict-related issues continued in 2020, 

for example with the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights and the Association for 

European Development Finance Institutions. In 2020, Swedwatch also joined the Environment, 

Climate, Conflict and Peace network to collaborate with network members on the role of responsible 

business conduct in environmental protection, conflict and peace. 

Swedwatch’s increased focus on the role of business in conflict and in peacebuilding processes will 

continue and include research and analysis on the role that business can play in promoting peace- 

but also in exacerbating conflict dynamics - paying special attention to both gender-based and sexual 

violence.  

To further stress the interlinkages between peacebuilding and gendered business-related impacts, 
Swedwatch collaborates with local CSOs to, for example, strengthen women impacted by land-
intensive business operations and promote inclusive decision-making. In 2020 Swedwatch submitted 
a successful application to FBA regarding work in the fragile post-conflict contexts of Liberia and 
Sierra Leone, focused on women and land rights.  
 
To streamline the conflict perspective in internal processes, the perspective was integrated in 

Swedwatch’s forthcoming context analysis tool as well as in its research methodology handbook. The 

conflict perspective also informed a number of research outputs during 2020 including Still 

Overlooked, focusing on Myanmar. The focus on conflict sensitivity is also reflected in the approach 

to Swedwatch’s own projects, including dialogue and capacity processes. 

 
Applying the gender perspective   
Based on an identified need to further strengthen the gender perspective in work with local partners 
and in field research, as well as in design of projects and conceptualization, Swedwatch undertook a 
range of activities in 2020, which included support from Sida’s framework agreement on gender 
equality with IPE Triple Line which assisted Swedwatch in deepening the integration of a gender 
perspective in the organisation’s work.  
 
Hence, in our work with local partners, the gender perspective was in 2020 strengthened for instance 

in activities organised with local project partners, such as research projects or workshops and 

dialogue forums.   
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Focus groups with women have become a mandatory part of all Swedwatch’s field research to 

ensure that women’s views and voices are captured regarding BHRE risks and impacts. Swedwatch 

also increased its focus on gender-related impacts in its capacity development activities and 

workshops to ensure partners are aware of the need of gendered due diligence in development 

projects and other business activities scrutinised. In dialogue with, and in recommendations to, 

targeted stakeholders, Swedwatch increased focus on gender-related impacts and actions. This 

included specific input provided to the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights and to 

Swedfund.  

Impacts on women in South Africa’s coal district and interlinkages with impacts on health and the 

environment is one example of how Swedwatch has highlighted and applied the gender perspective 

as well as the interconnectedness with the environmental perspective during 2020. Gender-related 

aspects are also key in Swedwatch’s work related to peacebuilding as well as in our work to increase 

support for human rights and environmental defenders, including in the report briefing about 

investors’ role in supporting defenders, published in 2020.  

In the methodology development going forward, input from various stakeholders including local 

partners and member organisations will also be taken into account to identify risks and opportunities 

and to maximise relevance and effectiveness of new tools and processes.  

The following section outlines the projects, divided over the long-term goals, in focus during the year 

and highlights results for rights holders across the Global South as a result of Swedwatch’s work.  

Responsible and equitable use of natural resources 

The international community has set ambitious goals for global prosperity and protecting the planet, 

including the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. However, as concluded by the UN 

Environmental Programme, a fundamental change in how natural resources are used around the 

world is necessary if these objectives are to be achieved.1  

Natural resources are used to build infrastructure and drive economic progress, but they also have 

far-reaching consequences in terms of negative impacts for the climate, the environment and human 

well-being. How the use of natural resources including land, forests, water, minerals, and energy can 

support growth and poverty reduction, and contribute to the targets set out in the Paris Agreement, 

in the most inclusive and sustainable way is therefore a key challenge of our time.  

 

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a profound effect on economies, including those of natural resource-

dependent countries. As societies grapple to deal with the impacts and governments, development 

agencies and economic actors develop action plans on how to ‘build back better’ once the pandemic 

resides, some experts argue that Covid-19 recovery plans offer great opportunities for enhanced 

investments in sustainable natural resource management. These investments, if made responsibly, 

can create a greener economic recovery, and transition towards more resilient ecological systems, 

inclusive economic growth and healthier communities.2  

 

 
1 UNEP. Global Resources Outlook 2019. https://www.resourcepanel.org/reports/global-resources-outlook  
2 FAO. COVID-19: Investing in sustainable natural resource management for green and inclusive recovery in 

Asia and the Pacific, July 2020. http://www.fao.org/3/cb0435en/CB0435EN.pdf  

https://www.resourcepanel.org/reports/global-resources-outlook
http://www.fao.org/3/cb0435en/CB0435EN.pdf
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In alignment with Swedwatch’s long-term objectives, work and activities conducted over the course 

of the year were designed to promote sustainable and fair natural resource management, including 

through highlighting human rights and environmental impacts from coal production in South Africa 

and from natural rubber processing in Liberia. A selection of prioritised issues and Swedwatch’s 

contribution to address these, is outlined below. 

Financing a just transition to a low-emission and climate- resilient development   

The impacts of climate change have implications for the planet, people, and the prosperity of 

communities and businesses. Impacts are felt disproportionately by those already living in poverty, 

particularly women and girls. At the same time, the transition to a climate resilient and sustainable 

development poses challenges related to social inclusion, decent work, democratic participation and 

the eradication of poverty. Climate action, while necessary, needs to take place within the respect of 

human rights and not cause significant harm. Swedwatch works to mainstream climate and 

environmental issues as they relate to business, which including research highlighting the climate in 

relation to BHRE, for example green investments and stakeholders’ adherence to the Paris 

Agreement. 

 

Issue description 

The pursuit of economic growth has brought about an unprecedented improvement in the living 

conditions of many – and an unprecedented degradation of the Earth’s climate and natural 

environment. Leading scientists believe that changes to the climate system, due to emissions of 

greenhouse gases, and loss of biodiversity, caused by, amongst others, the loss of habitat driven by 

agriculture and deforestation, has pushed the Earth’s climate system and environment towards 

dangerous tipping points, risking compromising the ecological system upon which the economy is 

built, and thus ultimately jeopardizing the goal of economic development.  

International agreements and United Nations agencies (like the UN Environmental Programme, the 

UN Development Programme and United Nations Economic and Social Council) have established 

frameworks for state and non-state actors (including businesses) to promote and forward sustainable 

development, in the effort of promoting economic growth while preserving the natural environment 

and respecting human rights.  

Business actors, including actors operating in the financial system, have the responsibility to ensure 

that their activities do not cause harm to the environment and to encourage the development of 

environmentally friendly technologies, as outlined in the UN Global Compact. The Paris Agreement 

also defines a clear role for private actors, mentioning explicitly the importance of the participation 

of the private sector in achieving states’ climate goals. In addition, Article 2.1(c) of the Paris 

Agreement adopts the goal of “making financial flows consistent with a pathway towards low 

greenhouse gas emissions and climate-resilient development” thus delineating a clear role for 

financial actors in climate change mitigation and adaptation.  

Research and findings 

Swedwatch has for several years scrutinized the role and responsibility of financial actors in 

addressing climate change and in making financial flows consistent with climate-resilient 

development.  
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In 2017 Swedwatch analysed the portfolio’s alignment with climate change mitigation scenarios and 

the active ownership work on climate change of ten Swedish fund managers. The report found that 

fund managers lacked clear climate targets and that their portfolios were poorly aligned with a 

climate-resilient and low-carbon transition. It advocated for fund managers to reallocate capitals 

away from fossil fuels and towards climate-resilient investments while calling for investors to adopt 

and disclose clear climate policies, goals and metrics. 

 

Recently, investors’ work on climate change in Sweden and elsewhere has seen an acceleration. 

Following years of lobbying and advocacy by civil society organisations, including Swedwatch, several 

financial actors have improved their climate change investment policies and exclusion criteria. New 

policies adopted are part of an increasing momentum which sees not only fund managers but also 

pension funds, export credit agencies, central banks and policy makers beginning to take measures to 

divert financial flows from investments in fossil fuels extraction, power generation and infrastructure 

towards climate-resilient investments.  

During 2020, Swedwatch focused on influencing policy processes on climate change at various levels, 

as described below. 

Work and activities 2020 

Between 2018 and 2020 the EU worked at several policy initiatives to direct investments towards 

sustainable projects and reach its 2030 climate objectives. The Renewed Sustainable Finance Strategy 

aims to create a policy framework for the financial system to support the transition towards 

sustainability and is a part of the European Green Deal. The EU classification system for sustainable 

activities (known as the EU taxonomy) is meant to provide a ’common language’ and a classification 

system for what is a sustainable economic activity.  

Both initiatives have a strong focus on climate change mitigation and the role of financial actors in 

the transition to a climate-resilient and sustainable economic development and provide a list of 

activities and requirements to guide investors’ climate work. Due to their potential far-reaching 

impacts, the European Commission launched public consultations both on the overarching 

sustainable finance strategy as well as on the details of the taxonomy regulation. 

Input to consultations 

Swedwatch participated in both consultations, arguing for the regulation to have strong scientific 

basis and to actively promote investments in climate-resilient activities while avoiding greenwashing 

and solutions not in line with the current scientific knowledge on climate change. In its submitted 

recommendations, Swedwatch advocated for the renewed sustainable finance strategy to focus on 

activities and technology which are proven, technologically mature and considered best suited to 

mitigate climate change. Swedwatch also argued for the policies to include strong safeguards to 

ensure human rights are respected and that the sustainable finance and taxonomy policy 

frameworks include the necessary measures to ensure a just transition and the respect of workers’ 

rights. The responses to both consultations are being analysed by the European Commission, which 

should adopt the policies during 2021. 

Swedwatch also participated in the consultation for a European Commission study on sustainable 

investment data, ratings and investment research, an important component in the landscape of 

sustainable investments. Swedwatch called for a regulation of rating agencies and responsible 
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investment service providers in order to ensure the integrity of responsible investment analysis and 

that it conforms with established sustainability criteria. The study is expected to be published in 

2021.  

Calls for increased efforts  

In the context of advocacy for a legal framework promoting sustainable investment and aligning 

financial actors’ practices with the temperature goals of the Paris Agreement, Swedwatch joined and 

co-signed other initiatives during 2020, calling for investors and policy makers to increase their 

efforts in climate change mitigation. This included a joint statement with 129 other organisations 

calling on the EU to maintain strong standards within climate change and environmental protection 

in the EU’s renewed sustainable finance strategy, and a letter to the participants of the Finance in 

Common summit on the importance of respecting biodiversity in investments.   

In relation to Swedwatch’s engagement with institutional investors in 2020, Swedwatch engaged in 

dialogue focusing on the need for a just transition to climate-resilient development with institutional 

investors in Sweden and abroad. Amongst others, Swedwatch provided feedback to the draft 

methodology elaborated by the UN-convened Net Zero Asset Owner Alliance (NZAOA) on how to set 

criteria for net-zero emissions investment portfolios. In its input, Swedwatch argued for the 

importance of effective engagement by investors towards companies which are not aligned to the 

Paris Agreement temperature goals. Swedwatch also engaged with dialogue on climate change with 

the Swedish government’s pension funds AP fund’s Council on Ethics and with AP6 (Sixth Swedish 

government pension fund). These stakeholder engagements are part of Swedwatch’s ongoing 

engagement with institutional investors, which covers climate issues and other areas of relevance to 

Swedwatch’s goals, including the sustainable management of natural resources and ecosystems, as 

well as the respect of human rights.  

Swedwatch also worked with the European Responsible Investment Network to elaborate criteria to 

scrutinize portfolio decarbonization commitments by investors. This tool is planned to be developed 

and used during 2021. 

 

The role of export credit agencies in phasing out coal 

Swedwatch continued its work in the area over the year, in a project 

reviewing to what extent European export credit agencies (ECAs) have 

adapted their operations to align with the Paris Agreement and the 

UNGPs. As part of the project, the report Up in Smoke, conducted in 

collaboration with South African environmental justice organisation 

Groundworks and member organisations Swedish Society for Nature 

Conservation (SSNC) and Afrikagrupperna, was published in September 

2020.  

ECAs represent one of the world’s largest sources of public financial 

support for corporate investments in developing countries, providing 

buyer credit guarantees to lending banks. The report particularly 

examined the role of ECAs in South Africa’s coal industry and how ECAs from Germany, Sweden and 

France through their significant export credits have contributed to upholding the coal industry in 

general and to locking the South Africa into coal dependency. Indirectly, they have also contributed 

https://swedwatch.org/regions/africa-south-of-the-sahara/new-report-calls-for-end-to-export-credits-to-coal/
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to the adverse impacts on the environment and on human rights in the country’s heavily polluted 

coal districts.  

Swedwatch investigated the impacts of the South African coal industry on climate, environment, and 

human rights in South Africa´s Mpumalanga province, South Africa’s most intensively mined coal 

district. The research was conducted in 2019 and 2020. Local research was made in collaboration 

with Groundwork, seeking to “improve the quality of life of vulnerable people in South Africa through 

assisting civil society to have a greater impact on environmental governance”.   

The report received significant press coverage, including through a reportage on SVT which dealt 

with the impacts of support to exports associated with transport of coal in Indonesia, and was in 

great part based on Swedwatch’s data and research. Following the report, the Swedish ECAS 

significantly accelerated the pace of change of its policies, and both Exportkreditnämnden (EKN) and 

AB Svensk Exportkredit (SEK) adopted new policies on export credits and loans concerning fossil fuels 

activities. In September 2020 EKN released a report commissioned by the Swedish government titled 

“An export finance system that contributes to the climate transition” detailing a strategy to align the 

policies and activities of Swedish export credit agencies to the climate goals.  

 

Swedwatch’s work on coal pollution was conducted in collaboration with South African CSO Groundwork.  

Before, during and after the research, Swedwatch was in dialogue with EKN and SEK with regard to 

their fossil fuel policies and the impacts of their support to activities associated with fossil fuels in the 

countries of export. In the context of this dialogue, Swedwatch was invited to submit input to the 

report commissioned by government to EKN. In its input, Swedwatch stressed the importance of 

adopting progressive policies to align the Swedish export credit system to climate goals and of 

increasing transparency about the export deals the Swedish export credit system supports. 
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 Following the report in September 2020 EKN adopted a new policy effectively excluding export 

credit guarantees to projects associated with the extraction of coal, coal-based power generation, as 

well as unconventional oil and gas and new projects or expansion of existing oil and gas projects, 

except under certain circumstances. This new policy also phases out high emissions sectors like coal-

based power generation two years earlier than recommended by the government, even though it 

does not exclude fossil fuel power generation altogether. In addition, in December 2020 an 

appropriation letter to EKN by the Swedish government instructed the agency to report how credit 

guarantees to projects associated with high emissions are aligned to the temperature goals of the 

Paris Agreement. The measures taken by EKN have also prompted discussions about the role of ECAs 

in other countries in contributing to the transition to a climate-resilient economy.  

Outside of Sweden, Swedwatch presented the findings to the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation Development (OECD) in October 2020, which provided further input for ECAs to act 

towards progressive policies excluding or phasing out support to fossil fuel projects. The presentation 

raised awareness about the need to revise OECD policies in line with a future climate-resilient 

economy. Swedwatch also engaged with Dutch development bank FMO and provided input and 

comment to their position paper on limiting financing to fossil fuels, arguing for a further alignment 

of the criteria proposed to the goals of the Paris Agreement.  

Lessons learned  

Swedwatch’s research has been an important voice in the debate on the role of financial actors in 

climate change mitigation, both concerning private fund managers as well as state actors like export 

credit agencies, thus contributing to changes in business practices and augmented climate action by 

these actors. Like in other contexts, advocating change with financial actors require extensive 

dialogue to build trust, and an understanding of the drivers and motivators for those actors in 

relation to their climate work. To this end it is crucial to balance public advocacy activities with 

dialogue with specific actors, in order not to compromise the trust built and hinder further dialogue. 

Input to policy processes related to sustainable investments at the EU level, and beyond, has allowed 

Swedwatch to become more acquainted with the numerous policy initiatives in this realm and 

develop capacity in quickly responding to consultations on policy processes which may be related to 

Swedwatch’s core themes even though not immediately insisting on research recently conducted by 

Swedwatch. Increased capacity to contribute to policy processes in a continuously evolving area like 

climate change, both formally and informally, will be increasingly important for being able to carry 

out effective advocacy and engagement with policy-makers on climate issues. 

Going forward 

Going forward Swedwatch continues to its research and advocacy work for the financial sector to 

adopt more sustainable business models which are aligned with climate mitigation goals.  

In December 2020 Swedwatch and the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation received a grant 

from the Bulb Foundation (through the NGO BothEnds) to continue the advocacy work on the 

policies of export credit agencies in relation to support for fossil fuels related projects. Through this 

grant, Swedwatch will under 2021 continue to develop its advocacy work on export credits towards 

the Swedish export credit system but also towards actors outside of Sweden (e.g. OECD and export 

credit agencies of other countries). This work will entail coalition-building and common strategies 

with CSOs in Europe, Asia and North America to advocate for export credit policies which are aligned 
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to the Paris Agreement and address the impacts by investments in coal and other fossil fuels. The 

project will also carry a strong focus on the impacts on local communities, including follow-up with 

CSOs in South Africa which were the focus of the 2020 study.  

Swedwatch is also in the process of planning research and advocacy activities on the role of financial 

sector in mitigating climate change. In November 2021, the United Kingdom is due to host the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change’s Conference of the Parties (COP26), which was 

postponed due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Swedwatch, which has applied for observer status with 

the UNFCCC, is planning to time its activities with the event to advocate for increased action by 

institutional investors and policymakers. 

  

Contributions to the 2030 Agenda  

As acknowledged in the 2015 Paris Agreement, it is essential to align financial flows 

with a pathway towards low greenhouse gas emissions and climate-resilient 

development. The financial sector has hence a clear role and a responsibility to adopt 

business practices relating to climate change in support of SDG 13 on Climate action including Target 

13.1 Strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity to climate-related hazards and natural disasters in 

all countries, and Target 13.2 Integrate climate change measures into national policies, strategies 

and planning, Target 13.3, Improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional 

capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and early warning; Target 13.a, 

Implement the commitment undertaken by developed-country parties to the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change to a goal of mobilizing jointly $100 billion annually by 

2020 from all sources to address the needs of developing countries in the context of meaningful 

mitigation actions and transparency on implementation and fully operationalise the Green Climate 

Fund through its capitalization as soon as possible. Furthermore, aligning financial flows and business 

practices in the financial sector towards climate change mitigation can also present synergies with 

other SDGs, such as SDG 1, inasmuch “[p]overty and disadvantage are expected to increase in some 

populations as global warming increases” and “limiting global warming to 1.5°C, compared with 2°C, 

could reduce the number of people both exposed to climate-related risks and susceptible to poverty 

by up to several hundred million by 2050” (IPCC, 2018) SDG 2, inasmuch as “restraining the global 

temperature increase to 2°C is projected to reduce crop losses under climate change relative to 

higher levels of warming”, and “climate-related risks to {...] food security [...] are projected to 

increase with global warming of 1.5°C and increase further with 2°C” (IPCC, 2018), SDG 5, according 

to the IPCC (2018) climate change mitigation measures such as efficient and less polluting cooking 

facilities in developing countries, increased access to light, and decentralised renewable energy 

systems, can result in advancements in the condition of women and girls and increased gender 

equality, and SDG 8 and 12, relating to Decent work and economic growth, and Responsible 

consumption and production.  

 

Agribusiness and land investments: community impacts  

Large-scale land projects imply a wide range of human rights and environmental risks for local 

communities, particularly in high-risk contexts such as areas with widespread poverty, water scarcity 

or in post-conflict settings. Simultaneously, global efforts to tackle climate change have spurred an 

increase in global investments in renewable energy and water efficiency techniques.  

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2019/06/SR15_Full_Report_High_Res.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2019/06/SR15_Full_Report_High_Res.pdf
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The United Nations has recognised water as a human right. Still, 

over 650 million people lack access to clean drinking water. 

Furthermore, water scarcity is predicted to increase with climate 

change and accordingly, wise water management has been 

identified as one of the keys to fulfil the goals of the Paris 

Agreement. Lack of access to water impacts a wide range of other 

human rights such as the right to food, health and a decent living 

standard. Addressing the lack of access to water is a fundamental 

part of reaching the SDGs, particularly SDG 6 aimed at ensuring 

access to clean water and sanitation for all. 

As part of a project investigating water scarcity and food supply 

chain management, Swedwatch in collaboration with member 

organisation Diakonia sought to address challenges linked to water 

scarcity tied to large agribusiness investments. In November 2018, the report To the last drop – 

Water and human rights impacts of the agro export industry in Ica, Peru: the responsibility of buyers 

was published, addressing the right to water and water-related human rights impacts for 

communities in the Peruvian Ica region, a major production area for fruits and vegetables exported 

to Europe.  

Issue description 

Despite being one of South America’s most water-stressed countries, highly vulnerable to climate 

change, Peru is a leading exporter of fresh vegetables such as asparagus. While a rise in demand has 

boosted economic growth and job creation in the country’s agro-export sector, the associated 

pressure on freshwater resources has led to an acute water crisis for local communities. In the Ica 

valley, the agricultural sector accounts for over 90 percent of yearly groundwater extraction while 

the local population in some areas only have access to water for a few hours a week.   

The UN Development Programme (UNDP) has warned that climate change is threatening efforts to 

reduce poverty in Peru, since the country’s economy is largely dependent on business activities that 

entail a high risk of adverse impacts on the environment and contribute to climate change. 

Research and findings  

In April 2018, Swedwatch visited ten communities in the Ica region together with locally based 

human rights organisation CODEHICA. The field study included interviews with affected rights holders 

and workers in both rural and urban communities and a wide range of other local stakeholders. 

Findings showed that lack of water and poor water quality had caused health-related problems while 

increased competition over water had led to violent conflicts. Human rights defenders reporting on 

the issue faced threats and other forms of retaliation, small-scale farmers had been forced to leave 

their lands due to drying wells and lack of irrigation, and effective grievance mechanisms were non-

prevalent. Another finding was that climate change and higher temperatures had made the soil drier 

and the weather more unpredictable, impacting food security. 

 “All the agro-export companies that exist in the Ica valley use groundwater, 

despite knowing that water is becoming scarcer every day. There are districts 

that have only one hour of water a day. I want this to be known, because these 

http://www.swedwatch.org/en/publication/report/food-companies-fail-address-water-risks-peru/
http://www.swedwatch.org/en/publication/report/food-companies-fail-address-water-risks-peru/
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companies are filling up their pockets with money but unfortunately the 

benefits are only for them. If no solution is proposed, the lack of water will get 

even more critical in a few years.”  

Asparagus worker and resident of Ica, interviewed by Swedwatch  

 

While water-related impacts were particularly severe, the report also showed that the agro-export 

sector adversely impacted labour rights, women’s rights and the rights of children. According to 

interviewees, unfair dismissals were common, and the few existing labour unions reported 

widespread harassments against members and their families. Lack of childcare facilities forced 

workers to leave young children in the care of older siblings or alone at home, and lack of living 

wages contributed to health-related problems and poor nutrition among children of farm workers. 

Women and children were particularly impacted by the lack of water and sanitation in the informal 

urban settings where many of the workers live.  

 

The project further scrutinised the responsibility of buyers of agricultural products from Peru and the 

compliance with international guidelines by seven Swedish companies, and concluded that the 

companies’ follow-up of their suppliers’ compliance with human rights requirements were lacking 

and that they should strengthen their processes for human rights due diligence, in particular with 

regards to water-related human rights risks.  

 

Work and activities 2020 

Several activities have during 2020 been followed up on Swedwatch’s work with CODEHICA. In a web 

article focusing on risks in relation to Covid-19, published in April, Swedwatch reported that 

agricultural workers in Ica were exposed to infection risk due to working conditions and lack of water 

and sanitation. CODEHICA also reported that workers the Ica valley report claimed that they were 

being threatened with dismissal if they failed to show up for work, even if they felt ill or belonged to 

a high-risk group. Agricultural company vehicles transporting them to work were usually crowded 

and workers could not maintain a safe distance as recommended by health authorities. The article 

was shared with food companies importing produce from the Ica valley and published on the website 

of Business and Human Rights Resource Centre.3 

Swedwatch together with CODEHICA also designed a research project to gain increased 

understanding of human rights impacts during the Covid-19 pandemic. A set of questions were 

designed, used in phone interviews by CODEHICA with female workers employed by 10 different 

agricultural companies in the Ica valley. Due to the difficult and urgent situation, the research was 

shared with companies at an early stage through a virtual roundtable organised together with 

Diakonia and Stockholm International Water institute (SIWI). The presentation of findings and 

roundtable discussions served to link the current impacts on workers and communities during the 

pandemic with the water and human rights impacts. Particular focus was put on the situation of 

female workers who are worst impacted both by the lack of water and sanitation and increased 

 
3 https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/ecuador-and-peru-agricultural-workers-risk-infection-
of-covid-19-but-fear-losing-their-jobs-if-they-stay-at-home/ 
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household duties and childcare during the pandemic. The presentation also highlighted the situation 

for local HREDs, including the difficulties for labour unions to meet and organise. 

As a result of the dialogue with Swedwatch and the sharing of research findings and the roundtable, 

British company Tesco and Dutch company Nature’s Pride managed to align to projects that had 

earlier stalled due to lack of coordination. The companies involved have also raised the issues in 

dialogue with their suppliers and several improvements were noted after that. The result from the 

research made with CODEHICA was also used in input to the OECD gathered by OECD watch. 

In May 2020, the former UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders Michel 

Forst visited Swedwatch’s local partner CODEHICA and labour unions in the agro export sector in 

Peru’s Ica valley, on Swedwatch’s and Diakonia’s recommendation, for input to his country report on 

Peru.  

In December, Swedwatch received two new grievances related to the local company Agrokasa in the 

Ica valley which exports fruits and vegetables to Swedish and other European food companies. One 

of the grievances was reported by the labour union at Agrokasa, stating that eight workers had been 

fired after joining the labour union. The other grievance was reported through CODEHICA by a group 

of small-scale farmers affected by the construction of a new water treatment plant by Agrokasa 

which according to them meant that thousands of farmers would lose access to water, which was 

pivotal to their livelihoods. The grievances were reported to Agrokasa. The company declined a 

meeting request by Swedwatch, whereby Agrokasa’s biggest buyer, Dutch company Nature’s Pride, 

was informed. Swedwatch has since then requested a meeting with Nature’s Pride to provide more 

information about the two cases, but the company’s reply is pending. Nevertheless, a follow-up 

roundtable with European companies to discuss the water and human rights impacts in the Ica valley 

is planned for the first quarter 2021, organised by Swedwatch and Diakonia. 

Dialogue forum at risk du to new conflicts 

Swedwatch furthermore initiated a dialogue concerning the situation for defenders with the newly 

appointed UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to water and sanitation, Pedro Arrojo-Agudo. 

Swedwatch was subsequently invited to speak at the Special Rapporteur’s first consultation with civil 

society to share information about the situation for defenders working on the right to water and 

sanitation. In the meeting, Swedwatch also conveyed an update on the situation for its Peruvian local 

project partner CODEHICA. Swedwatch requested the Special Rapporteur to support calls on business 

and authorities to engage in the Water Forum – a dialogue platform which was established in the Ica 

valley as a result of Swedwatch’s report “To the last drop”.  

Expanding on the situation in the Ica valley in Peru, the local launch of the 2018 report “To the last 

drop” and the subsequent work by Swedwatch and Diakonia has contributed to the establishment of 

a human right committee within Ica’s Chamber of Commerce. Several Peruvian fruit and vegetable 

growers are represented on the committee and have expressed willingness engage in dialogue with 

CODEHICA and local communities.  

The creation of the Water Forum – proposed by CODEHICA as a permanent conflict resolution 

mechanism between local communities, companies and public actors around the impacts of the 

agro-export industry – has been delayed due in part to the pandemic, and in part to the informal 

strike among agricultural workers in Peru that started after a law granting generous tax exemptions 
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to agricultural companies was prolonged. Violent protests in the Ica valley have exacerbated the 

polemic and complicated the establishment of a constructive and inclusive dialogue. In this 

vulnerable context, and as Peru is a post-conflict country, the need to promote and support 

initiatives to dialogue, such as the Water Forum, is particularly important and will be highlighted in 

Swedwatch’s communication with Swedish and European buyers together with CODEHICA and 

Diakonia.  

CODEHICA is one of very few civil society organisations focused on human rights in the Ica region. 

The organisation plays a vital role in supporting and conveying information to affected communities. 

During the 2020 protests in the Ica region, CODHEICA has daily broadcasted live from the 

organisation’s website, and been a firm voice in support of non-violent and dialogue-based solutions. 

Swedwatch is planning to co-organise a follow-up roundtable with European companies importing 

fruits and vegetables from the Ica valley in the first half of 2021 to update the companies on local 

developments. Participating European companies will be encouraged to push their suppliers and 

local companies in Ica to take part in the dialogue with local communities, as proposed by CODEHICA.  

Exit strategies for agribusiness and land investments  

 

In addition to its work related to water issues and human rights impacts in Peru, Swedwatch 

continued to build on its previous research and dialogue in relation to another important 

agribusiness related concern: exit strategies. The importance of businesses to have exit strategies in 

place when land-related projects fail or stall has become even more important during the pandemic 

when many business projects have slowed down or gone bankrupt. Swedwatch has since the 

outbreak of the ebola epidemic in West Africa in 2014/2015 raised the issue in several ways. In 

particular, Swedwatch has engaged in a dialogue with the Association of bilateral European 

Development Finance Institutions (EDFI) since the 2017 Swedwatch report “No Business, No Rights” 

which scrutinized the flawed HRDD-processes of the DFIs invested in the Addax Bioenergy project in 

Sierra Leone.  

In several letters initiated by Swedwatch and supported by likeminded organisations in its network, 

Swedwatch has called on EDFI to improve its standards related to human rights, and on members to 

develop clear exit strategies before divesting from high-risk projects. The dialogue with Swedwatch 

and other organisations has spurred an important dialogue on human rights and has increased the 

human rights focus within EDFI and its members. In 2019, EDFI updated its human rights and 

environmental standards in line with UNGPs, and a project to enhance members’ work on exit 

strategies was initiated during 2020 which is a clear result of Swedwatch’s work. 

Lessons learned  

As for most international development cooperation work, the Covid-19 pandemic has caused 

challenges for Swedwatch’s project and cooperation with local project partners. CODEHICA and the 

labour unions of the Peruvian companies Agrokasa and Agricola Chapi have for example experienced 

limited capacity to carry out their work. With restricted possibilities to hold meetings and with 

limited access to internet, reaching out to rights holders, local communities and workers has been 

difficult. Regular inspections by local authorities and third-party audits by companies have been 

cancelled or delayed, putting rights holders in an increasingly vulnerable situation without any 

oversight and protection. These challenges have showed the need for Swedwatch to work even 

closer with local partners and to adapt to limiting circumstances. 
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In terms of Swedwatch’s work related to exit strategies, the increased focus on the issue by 

European DFI’s shows that Swedwatch’s advocacy and long-term dialogue with EDFI has been 

successful, although concrete results for rights holders may be materialised only in the coming years. 

The experience shows the need for Swedwatch to work long-term with advocacy, targeting key 

actors. 

Going forward  

Swedwatch will organise a new roundtable with importing companies at the beginning of 2021 to 

follow up on developments and joint initiatives. In Peru, CODEHICA and Diakonia will continue using 

the research in the discussions in advocacy work on protection measures for agricultural workers in 

the Ica valley. Swedwatch will in dialogue with its local partners continue to monitor the 

developments and assess how Swedwatch best can support the work conducted locally going 

forward.  

Swedwatch used its research findings from Ica as an illustrative example in the advocacy for a UN 

resolution on the right to a healthy environment. Going forward, we will continue to monitor the 

development of the resolution and seek opportunities for further engagement.  

The dialogue with EDFI on exit strategies will also continue during 2021. 

 

Contributions to the 2030 Agenda  

Work and activities within the project were conducted to contribute to in particular 

SDG 6: Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all 

by raising awareness about health, economic and gender impacts of lack of access to 

clean water for urban and rural communities in the Ica Valley, and in global agricultural 

supply chains at large. Engagement with key targeted stakeholders also contributed to Target 6.4; By 

2030, substantially increase water-use efficiency across all sectors and ensure sustainable 

withdrawals and supply of freshwater to address water scarcity and substantially reduce the number 

of people suffering from water scarcity. Contributions also include Target 6.B; Support and 

strengthen the participation of local communities in improving water and sanitation management 

and SDG 16, target 16.10; Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in 

accordance with national legislation and international agreements and SDG 17, target 17.17 

Encourage and promote effective public, public-private and civil society partnerships, building on the 

experience and resourcing strategies of partnerships. 

Business and environmental peacebuilding  

Responsible business practices have the potential to play a vital role in sustaining peace by providing 

a platform for dialogue and cooperation while simultaneously facilitating economic recovery and 

sustainable livelihoods in post-conflict societies. However, business practices that are not conducted 

in line with conflict-sensitive human rights due diligence can add to social conflict, undermining 

resilience and possibly contributing to renewed violent conflict. Environmental peacebuilding as a 

concept focuses the connection between the environment and peace processes. Using this lens when 

examining the role of business in conflict-affected and peacebuilding contexts, Swedwatch explores 

the link between post-conflict peacebuilding, environmental governance and natural resource 

management. 

Issue description    
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The mismanagement of natural resources continues to constitute a key conflict dynamic in many 

countries. To obtain conflict-sensitive regulatory frameworks in line with international human rights 

standards, the United Nations Peace Building Commission (PBC) has been shown to offer an 

alternative in post-conflict settings. By seeking to address the factors underlying conflict, its mandate 

allows the PBC to take a holistic and long-term view. Examining root causes of conflict, including 

natural resource management, in cooperation with States and consultation with civil society actors 

including human rights and environmental defenders in post-conflict situations can provide an 

ongoing platform for dialogue. The same approach might be employed to foster the inclusion of 

responsible business conduct in such settings.  

Research conducted by UNEP has found that armed conflicts associated with natural resources are 

twice as likely to relapse into conflict in the first five years. In alignment 

with Swedwatch’s commitment to further explore the business-and peacebuilding nexus, Swedwatch 

initiated a project to explore the role that business can play in peacebuilding and sustaining peace. 

Liberia and Sierra Leone, where Swedwatch has conducted research and exchange workshops 

together with local CSOs and human rights and environmental defenders over several years, were 

selected as relevant case studies. In Liberia and Sierra Leone, business interests have a history of 

fueling violent conflict, as natural resource extraction and illicit commodity trade previously provided 

revenue and logistics to the warring parties in the subregion, as well as aggravating overall instability 

in the region.  

Research and findings 

As part of the project, in which consultations with environmental human rights defenders has been a 

central aspect, Swedwatch published the policy brief Business, Human Rights, Environment and 

Sustaining Peace – Experiences from Liberia and Sierra Leone in late 2019, bringing together learning 

from Swedwatch’s previous work to explore the nexus between sustaining peace and human rights 

violations in the context of business operations in the two countries.  

 

The paper found that the governments of Liberia and Sierra Leone have 

prioritised a rapid expansion of foreign direct investment and economic 

growth mainly through attracting multinational enterprises with natural 

resource concessions and large-scale land exploitation – without 

ensuring due diligence regarding human rights and environment.  

 

Much of the investments are made in sectors that leave large human 

rights and environmental footprints, such as extractives and 

agroindustry, with little accountability for environmental or social costs. 

Meanwhile, current peace and reconciliation efforts in fail to adequately 

address the environmental, social and human rights impacts of business 

operations, or consult with civil society actors. To attain sustained peace in the region, natural 

resource management and the responsibilities of business actors must be integrated in these efforts. 

Findings from research, dialogue and workshops presented in the paper indicate a need for clear 

business, human rights and environment components in UN strategies for peacebuilding and 

sustaining peace. 

https://swedwatch.org/en/regions/africa-south-of-the-sahara/human-rights-environmental-impact-business-overlooked-peacebuilding/
https://swedwatch.org/en/regions/africa-south-of-the-sahara/human-rights-environmental-impact-business-overlooked-peacebuilding/
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The briefing also outlines the risks facing civil society actors such as HREDs that put the spotlight on 

adverse impacts of investment projects, which is deteriorating in both Liberia and Sierra Leone. 

Criticism of business operations is a sensitive issue for governments focused on attracting investors 

in a post-conflict setting; hence actors investigating impacts of investment projects increasingly find 

themselves being framed as anti-development and anti-investment. Local CSOs have faced 

intimidation by companies and local authorities, including defamatory articles in media outlets close 

to companies, while community leaders opposing large-scale economic projects have faced judicial 

harassment.  

 

Furthermore, an increasing number of reports detail attacks on members of local communities who 

speak out to protect the rights of affected communities, including instances of the use of teargas on 

protesters demonstrating against investment projects. The work of local CSOs has also been 

hindered, for instance by preventing their representatives from visiting communities affected by 

business operations. 

 

The policy brief, launched to coincide with the 2019 UN Forum on Business and Human Rights, 

argued that it is essential that companies in high-risk environments understand the human rights 

risks connected to shrinking civic space and act accordingly. They are expected to include HREDs in 

their conflict-sensitive human rights due diligence processes, while also ensuring that their voices are 

heard in consultations, in line with the 2019 UN Human Rights Council resolution on the contribution 

of environmental human rights defenders to the enjoyment of human rights, environmental 

protection and sustainable development.  

 

Awareness of the issue was raised by distributing copies of the brief to UN member states, business 

representatives, and CSOs. Swedwatch also arranged for local partner Green Advocates to present in 

three panel discussions – two during the UN Forum; and one during the Annual Meeting of the 

Network on Business, Conflict and Human Rights. 

 

Work and activities 2020 

In February 2020, Swedwatch’s partners in West Africa attended a regional consultation of the UN 

Working Group on Business and Human rights held in Cote d’Ivoire, together with Swedwatch, in the 

context of the Working Group’s work on conflict and post-conflict settings. The UN Working 

Group’s project on business in conflict and post-conflict contexts aimed to clarify the practical steps 

that companies, investors and states should take to implement the UNGPs in conflict and post-

conflict contexts. It also aimed to restate implications of international human rights and 

humanitarian law in this context as well as unpack options for state and business policy and practice 

that have been underexplored to date. The Working Group sought to develop evidence-based 

guidance, taking into account both emerging good practices and existing gaps and challenges. The 

Working Group’s recommendations were presented in a report to the UN General Assembly in 

October 2020.  

Green Advocates, Sierra Leone Network on the Rights to Food (Silnorf) and the Human Rights 

Defenders Network Sierra Leone participated actively in the meetings and reported on how 

environmental destruction and loss of natural resources affect local communities and incur new risks 
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for conflicts. In order to ensure that women’s and girl’s rights were an integrated part of the 

discussions, Swedwatch also arranged for the participation of a Liberian representative from the 

Natural Resource Women Platform. All local partners present at the consultation were part of 

consultations contributing to the 2019 Swedwatch policy brief to which frequent references were 

made by the local partners. The Working Group expressed its gratitude to Swedwatch for the timely 

publication of the policy paper, noting that it had helped inform both the selection of issues and 

participants in the Cote d’Ivoire regional consultation and the development of the Working Group 

report and guidance.  

Based on the input received from HREDs on the issue of BHR in peacebuilding and conflict-affected 

settings, in April 2020 Swedwatch joined other CSOs in a submission to the UN Working Group of 

relevant information and materials to help inform the Working Group’s project report to the UN 

General Assembly.  

As a result of above outlined engagement with the UN Working Group, in November 2020, 

Swedwatch was invited to speak as a civil society representative alongside Amnesty International at 

an online dialogue on occasion of the presentation of the report on 'Business, human rights and 

conflict-affected regions: towards heightened action' by the UN Working Group on Business and 

Human Rights to the UN General Assembly. Swedwatch presented an analysis and recommendations 

calling for a holistic approach to peace and security, which takes respect for human rights fully into 

account in business, trade and investments, and highlighting the urgent need to promote responsible 

exits built on ongoing human rights due diligence, monitoring frameworks concerning human rights 

impacts in trade and investment agreements, and the inclusion of responsible business conduct in 

discussions at the UN Peacebuilding Commission. 

Project proposal on women defenders 

Following up on the above cooperation, Swedwatch together with Green Advocates Liberia 

submitted a project proposal to the EU for a three-year follow-up project focusing on women human 

rights defenders, land rights and local conflict resolution mechanisms in Liberia. The proposal was 

eventually rejected in the last stage of the application process. At the time of writing of this Annual 

Report, it seems however likely that project elements pertaining to women human rights defenders 

in Liberia and Sierra Leone will be implemented in the context of a project application to FBA which 

was approved in January 2021. The project aims to contribute to the following overarching goals: - 

- Strengthened capacity to prevent armed conflict and support inclusive peacebuilding 

processes;  

- Strengthened participation and influence of women and of youth in dialogue and peace 

processes;  

- Strengthened capacity to promote human security in fragile and conflict-affected states, 

particularly women’s and children’s security.  

At the time of writing, Swedwatch is in dialogue with local project partners to determine project 

activities based on identified priorities.   

Consultations and negotiations 
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Additional activities in 2020 included Swedwatch’s participation in a consultation as part of the UN 

Peacebuilding Review entitled UN Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace: What’s next for the UN 

Peacebuilding Architecture?, and continued dialogue with the Swedish Mission to the UN and other 

strategic partners including Geneva-based CSOs and the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights with the aim to increase the understanding about why and how BHRE should become 

an integrated perspective in peace negotiations and peacebuilding strategies.   

Further to the above consultation and the publication of the policy brief in 2019, Swedwatch 

participated in negotiations on a resolution of the role of the Council in the prevention of human 

rights violations during the 45th session of the UN Human Rights Council. Though suggested language 

on the role of business operations in peacebuilding was not included in the adopted resolution text, 

the resolution that was eventually adopted (resolution 45/31) for the first time in its history 

established a mechanism that allows the UN Peacebuilding Commission to annually brief the Human 

Rights Council on its activities. This is in line with Swedwatch’s previous work calling for the increased 

integration of the BHRE and peacebuilding communities, including at UN level.   

In addition to regular project activities, Swedwatch also engaged in information sharing related to 

the Covid-19 pandemic and impacts on the business, human rights and peacebuilding nexus as well 

as HREDs. In July 2020, Swedwatch joined a group of international CSOs in submitting an informal 

input with key messages on Covid-19 and business and human rights to the UN Working Group on 

Business and Human Rights, for their project on business in conflict and post-conflict contexts.  

In May 2020, Swedwatch joined the CSO network Environment, Climate, Conflict and Peace (ECCP) 

which is working towards the 2nd International Environmental Peacebuilding Conference to take 

place in February 2022. The CSO Network focuses on sharing experiences from managing natural 

resources in conflict-affected settings, information on new research and events on the topic to 

support the growing network of professionals active in environmental peacebuilding. The 2022 

conference, organised by the Environmental Peacebuilding Association with support of UNEP, will 

gather policymakers, practitioners and researchers and will offer Swedwatch the opportunity to 

present key points on the necessity and benefits of further integration of the BHRE and 

peacebuilding communities. 

Lessons learned   

HREDs in conflict-affected settings are particularly exposed to the risk of reprisals, commonly due to 

the lack of trust into state institutions and weak state institutions and rule of law. The lack of 

integration of the BHRE and peacebuilding agendas both on a local and international level frequently 

increases the risks to defenders. Facilitating sustained contact of HREDs with peacebuilding agencies 

enables a holistic approach to both peacebuilding and BHRE frameworks on a country level, be it by 

means of an exchange of experiences and good practices or the inclusion of the perspective of HREDs 

in the development of peacebuilding agreements and policies on governmental level.  

In addition, facilitating the involvement of HREDs in international standard setting in relation to 

conflict and peacebuilding positively contributes to both the breaking of silos on the international 

policy level and an increased awareness of the role of responsible business conduct in sustained 

peacebuilding. To this end it is crucial to support defenders in their efforts to connect to networks 

and finding strategic allies on both local and global levels, to facilitate smooth communication and 
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information sharing both from local partners to international institutions, such as UN agencies, and 

from said institutions back to partners. To engage in these activities in a conflict-sensitive and 

sustainable manner, it is furthermore important to facilitate the exchange of experiences, including 

of risk management, between groups of defenders and CSOs in conflict-affected countries. 

Going forward   

The participation of defenders in research activities, dialogue workshops and advocacy will remain a 

crucial element of Swedwatch’s work on business, human rights, environment and sustaining peace. 

Swedwatch’s engagement in the preparations for the 2nd International conference on environmental 

peacebuilding aims to lift the voices of local partners and HREDs on both a local and international 

level. Equally, Swedwatch will strive to facilitate speaker roles for local partner and HREDs working in 

conflict and post-conflict settings at the 2021 Forum on Business and Human Rights from 28 

November – 1 December 2021 in an effort to work towards an integrated vision on business, human 

rights, the environment and sustaining peace.  

Along the same lines, the annual briefing by the UN Peacebuilding Commission to the UN Human 

Rights Council, starting in September 2021, offers an opportunity to work towards said vision, both 

through strengthened capacity of policy makers and public actors and increased participation of 

stakeholders from the Global South in relevant discussions. 

Based on the experiences gathered so far, long-term priorities will be identified and outlined in a 

long-term plan in early 2021. The plan will aim to focus on environmental peacebuilding, thus 

working directly and simultaneously towards Swedwatch goals of responsible and equitable 

management and use of natural resources and empowered rights holders while addressing 

Swedwatch cross-cutting issues of environment and climate change, conflict, gender, and poverty. 

Based on previous long-standing Swedwatch work on environmental issues, including environmental 

defenders, as well as business operations in high-risk areas, a focus on environmental peacebuilding 

was identified the most organic way to build on synergies between existing programmes.  

 

Contributions to the 2030 Agenda 

Swedwatch’s work to highlight the role of companies in post-conflict settings and in 

peace-building processes, by multiplying voices of community members and CSOs, and 

by providing a platform for dialogue between NHRIs, CSOs and community members, 

are relevant to SDG 16 and Target 16.7 ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and 

representative decision-making at all levels. Furthermore, by reducing the likelihood of a relapse into 

conflict by integrating a business and human rights with a peacebuilding approach, the project 

supports the achievement of Target 16.2 to significantly reduce all forms of violence and related 

death rates everywhere. By empowering local communities with the knowledge of international 

human rights standards and avenues of complaints procedures available to them, the project 

supports the achievement of SDG 10, in particular Target 10.3 ensuring equal opportunity and 

reduce inequalities of outcome, including by eliminating discriminatory laws, policies and practices 

and promoting appropriate legislation, policies and action in this regard. 
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Community Based Monitoring (CBM) 

Industrial pollution takes on many faces. It contaminates several sources of drinking water and 

releases unwanted toxins into the air, and reduces the quality of soil all over the world. Swedwatch 

has since its foundation examined cases of business conduct that incur industrial pollutions, 

threatening the right to a healthy environment. This has included effluences from extractive 

industries, agro-chemical use, and manufacturing.  

The pollution of air, water, and soil not only threaten lives of community members, but also violate 

their basic human rights including access to clean water, food, good health, and livelihood. 

Protection of the environment from harmful toxin is thus essential in safeguarding basic human 

rights and ensuring equitable management and use of natural resources. 

Issue description 

Findings from Swedwatch’s research on industrial pollution has been used to raise public awareness, 

change the behaviour of business and public actors, and prompt debates and discussions on due 

diligence obligations of companies and states. However, as Swedwatch research is traditionally based 

on qualitative case studies, it is often difficult to assess and monitor the long-term effects of 

environmental pollutions on communities.  

As part of Swedwatch’s efforts to address this challenge while at the same time contributing to the 

empowerment of rights holders, Swedwatch initiated an innovative pilot in 2019 using Community-

Based Monitoring, a methodology that helps communities strategically make use of collected data, 

and advises them on how to carry out change projects and engage with companies. The approach 

also strengthens Swedwatch’s research portfolio through the provision of empirical data.  

The implementation of CBM seeks to enable the use of methods based on natural science to 

measure business’ impacts on water, air and human health, and enable communities to use results in 

dialogue with companies and public authorities. The design of CBM in general increases the 

involvement of, and cooperation with, project partner organisations and involved partnership with 

actors who have expertise on scientific methods for sampling and analysis. Swedwatch approach is 

also to facilitate capacity building by training local communities to increase their knowledge of how 

to conduct monitoring independently. 

Swedwatch’s pilot CBM project focused on Liberia and stretches back to 2012 when Swedwatch and 

Dutch research organisation SOMO along with local partner Green Advocates conducted research 

regarding operations by the natural rubber company Firestone, investigating the impacts on local 

communities from rubber extraction and processing. Communities living in Firestone adjacent areas 

claimed that pollution of the Farmington River had affected the quantity of water available for daily 

use, such as drinking, cooking and washing and was causing severe air pollution in form of strong 

odour. 

Research and findings  

In order to scientifically assess these claims and compare them to Firestone’s own Environmental 

Impact Assessment, which was conducted in 2008, Swedwatch commissioned Source International, 

an international organisation composed of scientists and lawyers who works with communities to 

provide evidence of pollution and human rights abuses, to measure levels of pollution and to 

implement empowerment activities for CSOs and communities affected by Firestone business 

https://www.conserve-energy-future.com/causes-effects-solutions-soil-degradation.php
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operations in Liberia. The capacity building activities that were part of the project included trainings 

on how to measure water pollution, how to assess human rights violations, and inform which legal 

frameworks can be referred to. The activities were mainly directed towards community members but 

also serve to strengthen the capacity of Swedwatch’s local partner Green Advocates.  

 

Swedwatch, Source International, and Green Advocates jointly conducted a weeklong scoping 

mission to affected communities in November 2019. During this trip Source International conducted 

first assessments of water and air quality in communities adjacent to the processing factory.  

Work and activities 2020 

The scoping mission was followed by a field visit by Source International in February 2020 to collect 

data based on air monitoring and a water quality study. During this mission, surface water sampling 

and analysis was carried out, as well as assessing air quality. Additionally, air monitoring provided 

data on the quantity of suspended outdoor dust and other air pollution, as well as the concentration 

of outdoor odour. 

The study results were included in a report set to be published in February the 2021, outlining 

scientific evidence of the pollution that Green Advocates has been reporting for years. The results 

will be used in dialogues with the company and other duty bearers, and inform an ongoing complaint 

procedure at the Global Platform for Sustainable Natural Rubber on the need to provide access to 

clean water and remediation for impacted communities.  

As part of drafting of the report in 2020, Swedwatch engaged in dialogue with Firestone Liberia and 

its parent company Bridgestone Americas. The dialogue outcomes will be included in the report and 

Swedwatch will continue engaging with the company in 2021.  

Lessons learned  

A full-scale CBM is an ideal instrument that enables local ownership of information and devise 

effective tools for communities to seek rightful grievances. It is, however, a highly resource intensive 

approach which will usually need additional funding. Going forward, Swedwatch may selectively seek 

to collaborate with external organisations to carry out baseline environmental studies and promote 

the setting up f community-based environmental monitoring in partnership with other, ideally 

country-based, organisations. Baseline environmental data can be effectively used to raise 

awareness and promote discussions on rightful grievance and remedy, and protection of rights to a 

healthy environment.  

Going forward  

Swedwatch plans to launch the report during an online event in 2021 organised by Swedwatch on 

occasion of the 5th UN Environment Assembly and the 46th session of the UN Human Rights Council. 

The event will include a panel including the UN Special Rapporteur on human rights and the 

environment, David Boyd, and a representative from Green Advocates (other panel participants are 

yet to be confirmed). The ensuing conversation will address key issues within the rubber production 

sector such as the importance of policy coherence, the integration of environmental standards in due 

diligence frameworks, and the critical role of access to information in rights-based water resources 

management.    

The seminar will mark a milestone in the CBM pilot project and Swedwatch, together with Green 

Advocates and Source International, evaluate the pilot from several perspectives, including impact, 
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implementation and costs.  Swedwatch will then decide how to proceed with CBM as a participatory 

research approach.  

 

Contributions to the 2030 Agenda 

Swedwatch’s work using the CBM approach in Liberian communities affected by 

pollution from rubber production are relevant to SDG 6 Clean water and sanitation, 

particularly target 6.3 improve water quality by reducing pollution, and target 15.1 

ensure the … sustainable use of terrestrial and inland freshwater ecosystems and their 

services. By empowering local communities with the knowledge of international human rights 

standards and avenues of complaints procedures available to them, the project supports the 

achievement of SDG 10, in particular Target 10.3 ensuring equal opportunity and reduce inequalities 

of outcome, including by eliminating discriminatory laws, policies and practices and promoting 

appropriate legislation, policies and action in this regard. The report being published as part of the 

CBM pilot calls on the company Bridgestone Corporation and the entire rubber sector to urgently 

step up efforts to ensure responsible production of natural rubber, and as such the project supports 

the achievement of SDG 12 Responsible consumption and production.  

 

 

 

 

Empowered rights holders and expanded civic space  

 

In 2020, 331 defenders in 25 countries were targeted and killed for their work according to data 

collected by Front Line Defenders.4 69 percent of them worked on land, indigenous peoples’ rights 

and environmental rights. Despite the Covid-19 pandemic, attacks against defenders have not 

decreased; in many countries the situation for defenders working on corporate accountability has 

rather worsened, including for many of the defenders and civil society organisations with whom 

Swedwatch works in Africa, Asia and Latin America.  

In some countries, governments have misused Covid-19 restrictions to silence critics, including 

through violent crackdowns against protesters and public gatherings. There have also been concerns 

that Covid-19 tracking tools have been misused by governments to track defenders. Curfews and 

lockdowns have made defenders easier to target and attack by both state and non-state actors. In 

addition, the ability to organise communities and report on impacts has been hampered by the lack 

of access to digital tools or internet, lack of funding and lack of media attention. 

In general, the most dangerous sectors for defenders are agribusiness, extractives and renewable 

energy; business projects in these sectors typically occupy large areas of land and impact natural 

resources and biological diversity. However, the risk of retaliations against labour right defenders has 

also increased during the pandemic, including against workers raising concerns about labour 

standards or health and safety conditions at work. However, despite increasing obstacles, many of 

 
4 Global Analysis 2020, Frontline Defenders. January 2021 
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/sites/default/files/fld_global_analysis_2020.pdf 

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/sites/default/files/fld_global_analysis_2020.pdf


 

44 
 

Swedwatch’s local project partners have continued to monitor and report on business-related human 

rights violations and environmental degradation.  

To address the urgent situation, companies need to integrate respect of (and dialogue with) 

defenders into their HRDD processes and align these with their efforts to contribute to the fulfilment 

of the SDGs. They should actively support defenders by adopting a zero-tolerance principle against 

any kind of attacks against them and – to the extent possible – include such a principle in contracts 

with business partners.  

Strengthening partner organisations 

Swedwatch is committed to continuing and increasing its efforts to empower defenders working on 

corporate accountability. Working closely together with local project partners and recognizing the 

difficulties they face is essential to Swedwatch’s work for various reasons – including ensuring 

participatory and rights based approaches.  

The role that Swedwatch’s project partners play in defending human rights and the environment, 

and in calling for accountability on the local, national and regional level cannot be underestimated. 

Therefore, during 2020, Swedwatch further increased its efforts to strengthen and support partners 

in their role as defenders through capacity building, research and advocacy. Swedwatch has also 

continued to reach out to business and state actors to increase their awareness on the situation of 

defenders and to call for preventive measures to be put in place, as corporate engagement with 

defenders remains too low. 

Issue description 
While states have a central responsibility and duty to protect, promote and implement human rights 

and fundamental freedoms, businesses have a responsibility to respect such rights and freedoms. 

Businesses have an independent responsibility to ensure that defenders can effectively and safely 

address the human rights impacts linked to their operations, regardless of the state’s ability to 

protect defenders. Companies working in high-risk sectors and countries therefore need to actively 

promote the inclusion of defenders and civil society in stakeholder consultations, and make risks to 

defenders in their value chains a priority in HRDD processes. This was important already prior to the 

Covid-19 outbreak and has become even more critical over the year given the pandemic’s 

documented negative effects on civic space in many countries.  

Within the investor community, public investors and development banks should be at the forefront 

of efforts to prevent attacks and set an example for others to follow. As businesses with a clear link 

to a state, they are expected to take additional steps to avoid negative impacts on people and the 

planet, as outlined in the UNGPs. This responsibility is particularly urgent to highlight as multinational 

and regional development banks and development finance institutions (DFIs) currently invest heavily 

in efforts aimed at overcoming the socio-economic crisis, with an intention to “build back better” 

once the pandemic resides, including among other things a shift to renewable energy. While this is 

urgent and necessary, the documented risks to defenders and human rights in the renewable sector 

must be adequately identified and addressed. Engaging with, and adding pressure to, development 

banks and other publicly owned investors and businesses has therefore been a priority for 

Swedwatch’s work with defenders in 2020. 
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Research and findings 

Swedwatch’s work with defenders has been an integral part of the 

organisation’s work for a long time and has been strategically 

strengthened in recent years. It entails both highlighting the threats and 

obstacles defenders face in and around specific business sectors or 

projects, as well as recognizing the importance of our local project 

partners as defenders and calling on duty bearers to address the obstacles 

they face.  To build on Swedwatch’s previous work, he  2019  report 

Defenders at risk – attacks on human rights and environmental defenders 

and the responsibility of business, conducted in cooperation with 

Swedwatch’s six member organisations, aimed to highlight the alarming 

situation for defenders and the urgent need for companies to take action.  

The report was supported by the then UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 

defenders who wrote the preamble for the report. 

The research conducted for the report was based on interviews with defenders from nine countries 

and a survey of 22 Swedish and European companies in high-risk areas – including Siemens, 

ArcelorMittal, Tesco, Adidas and Ericsson. The defenders featured in the report are from some of the 

world’s most dangerous countries in terms of business-related attacks on trade unionists, journalists, 

civil rights activists and smallholder farmers, from Colombia and Guatemala to Azerbaijan, 

Bangladesh and the Philippines. Their testimonies provided evidence of grave and systematic 

oppression of critical voices and point to common ways in which companies may increase risks and 

put them in danger. In particular, the cases from the Philippines, Thailand, Peru and Colombia 

illustrated the worrying global trend of increased harassment and criminalisation of indigenous 

peoples and land rights defenders. 

“We stood outside with our placards, but on the first day they confronted 

us and their security guards started shooting at people.”  

/Dalila Merida, Regional coordinator of the Committee for Peasant Unity working to defend 

the land, water and food rights of peasants in Guatemala, interviewed by Swedwatch  

 

Work and activities 2020 
After the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in early 2020, many activities originally planned to take 

place on-site had to be realised online while other activities had to be postponed altogether. 

Nevertheless, the report Defenders at risk was widely disseminated through Swedwatch and its 

member organisations throughout the year, and shared with local partners including Green 

Advocates, SiLNoRF and the Sierra Leone Human Rights Defenders Network at the regional 

consultation of the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights in Cote d’Ivoire. It was also 

refereed to during the event in discussions with the Working Group where Green Advocates took 

part.  

To reach both businesses, defenders and public actors in Latin America, where a large part of attacks 

against defenders occur, the report was translated to Spanish in 2020. The translated version 

https://swedwatch.org/en/uncategorized/urgent-need-for-companies-to-address-attacks-against-rights-defenders/
https://swedwatch.org/en/uncategorized/urgent-need-for-companies-to-address-attacks-against-rights-defenders/


 

46 
 

includes an updated preamble written by the new UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human 

rights defenders, Mary Lawlor. The Spanish version of the report was launched during an online 

event for mainly Colombian organisations in December 2020. At the event, a presentation of report 

findings was followed by a panel discussion which included the participation of Isabel Zuleta, 

spokesperson for Swedwatch’s former project partner Ríos Vivos, who shared its experiences of an 

increasingly dangerous situation for defenders in Colombia since the outbreak of Covid-19. Amanda 

Romero, human rights lawyer and expert at Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, and Wilmar 

Restrepo from the Swedish food company Axfood also took part in the panel and shared their 

experiences of supporting defenders in global value chains. The seminar was recorded and can be 

watched at Youtube. At the time of writing this annual report, it had been viewed 160 times.  

A similar event and panel discussion with focus on Guatemala is planned to take place in 2021. 

Guatemala is together with Colombia one of the most dangerous countries for defenders in Latin 

America. A large part of the attacks occurs in relation to business activities, including large-scale 

agriculture, mining and renewable energy projects. The event in Guatemala will be organised 

together with the Swedish Embassy in Guatemala, Act Church of Sweden, Diakonia and Solidarity 

Sweden-Latin America. The member organisations’ partner Committee for Peasant Unity, CUC, will 

be invited to speak in the panel together with a Guatemalan parliamentarian, along with Protection 

International, an international non-profit that works with security management for human rights 

defenders, and a Swedish company (tbd). The event aims to promote the recently established 

business and human rights network in Guatemala and lay the ground for a number of democracy 

talks between civil society and the Embassy of Sweden, as part of the ongoing drive for democracy 

led by the Swedish Government. 

Highlighting the role of investors  

In recent years, the increasing number of killings and attacks against defenders has brought attention 

to the risks faced by people who expose corporate misconduct and the role of businesses and 

investors in supporting them. As the already alarming situation for defenders has worsened in 

several ways during the Covid-19 pandemic, Swedwatch identified a need to raise awareness on the 

issue among actors in the investor community.  

In November, Swedwatch published an investor briefing titled The role of investors in supporting 

human rights and environmental defenders in the Covid-19 era. The briefing called on investors to 

augment their human rights policies and due diligence processes to take into account the heightened 

risks facing defenders. It stressed that when defenders are attacked and silenced, the possibility for 

investors to identify, prevent and address risks of severe human rights and environmental impacts is 

weakened. The briefing also provided a set of recommendations and called on investors to adopt and 

implement a zero-tolerance and gender sensitive policy against attacks on defenders in their 

business relationships. 

The briefing further illustrated the important role of development finance institutions (DFIs) in the 

development of private sector in developing countries. Given their role, and the importance of 

respecting defenders’ human rights while supporting economic growth, Swedwatch called on DFIs to 

systematically engage in human rights due diligence, including carrying out gender sensitive risk 

assessments for each single investment to identify countries and areas where civic space is 

constrained, taking into account further restrictions to civic space and the state of civic freedoms 

during the handling of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sxUcvXFhKUY&t=2026s
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Investor-briefing_The-role-of-investors-in-supporting-defenders-in-the-Covid-19-era.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Investor-briefing_The-role-of-investors-in-supporting-defenders-in-the-Covid-19-era.pdf
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Finance in common summit 

The briefing was used to put pressure on the public development banks (PDBs) which gathered in the 

global meeting “Finance in Common” in November. The event marked the first meeting between all 

development banks and aimed at identifying common steps forward to overcome the socio-

economic crisis caused by the global pandemic and at the same time increase investments in 

renewable energy. Despite the stated intention of the summit organizers to plan for building back 

better after the pandemic, the role of civil society and community-led development was regrettably 

missing and human rights were not mentioned at all in the programme, as reported in a web article 

on Swedwatch’s website. 

In a letter addressed to the organizers and sent prior to the meeting, Swedwatch, together with over 

200 organisations around the world, called for the principles of human rights-based and community-

led development to be included and prioritised in the summit discussions along with input from 

those who are negatively affected by PDB projects. A letter was also sent to the Association of 

bilateral European Development Finance Institutions (EDFI), asking them to push for strong wording 

regarding human rights in the final document published at the conclusion of the meeting. Swedwatch 

also raised the concerns in meetings with several actors in Sweden, including Swedfund, and during 

the Dialogue forum for civil society hosted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of 

Finance around Sweden’s support to the development banks. Swedwatch stressed the same 

concerns in dialogues with the expert advisors working closely together with the Swedish Minister of 

international development cooperation.  

While the Finance in Common event was largely a disappointment given the lack of 

acknowledgement of the important role of civil society and the lack of active involvement of civil 

society in the meeting, the letters helped ensure that civil society was allowed to listen in during the 

meetings and that the final documents included, among other things, wording on both human rights 

and community led development. This was a clear result of the close cooperation between civil 

society organisations around the world organised through the Defenders in Development Network to 

which Swedwatch is an active member. 

Defenders and the Covid-19 pandemic 

In April, Swedwatch issued a briefing entitled “Covid-19, Business, Human Rights and the 

Environment”. The aim of the paper was the provide a snapshot of the impact of the pandemic on 

workers, defenders and communities and to highlight the responsibilities of business regarding 

human rights and the environment. From contacts with local partners and defenders, notably those 

involved in manufacturing, agri-business and procurement, Swedwatch was able to shed light on how 

the pandemic has exacerbated already existing business, human rights and environment challenges 

in the Global South, including access to food and water and shrinking civic space.   

“The factory owners are claiming that they do not have money to clear 

the wages …. Many brands have already cancelled, held or postponed 

their orders, which led to the closure of many factories which have laid 

off workers.”  

Awaj General Secretary Nazma Akter, interviewed by Swedwatch 

https://swedwatch.org/uncategorized/swedwatch-calls-for-human-rights-inclusion-in-development-finance-summit/
https://swedwatch.org/regions/africa-south-of-the-sahara/covid-19-business-human-rights-and-the-environment/
https://swedwatch.org/regions/africa-south-of-the-sahara/covid-19-business-human-rights-and-the-environment/
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To increase awareness among public and private actors of the alarming situation for defenders, 

Swedwatch used the briefing for example by highlighting the role and situation of local partners 

during the Covid 19-pandemic in dialogue with Swedfund and in input to Swedfund’s Guiding notes 

on gender and human rights, developed in the spring of 2020 in consultation with several civil society 

organisations. Together with the Defenders in Development network, Swedwatch has organised a 

meeting with Swedfund to inform about the increased risks to defenders and civic space during 

Covid-19. As a result of this meeting, a workshop on risks to defenders together with EDFI, targeting 

all the member DFIs, is planned for the first part of 2021. 

Swedwatch has highlighted the situation of local partners in a number of website articles, including 

on the situation for local partners in Ecuador and Peru. On the International Women’s Day in March, 

interviews with women defenders about the specific challenges they face were published and 

highlighted on the Swedwatch website and in social media. 

Promoting dialogue in response to threats and attacks 

 

During 2020 Swedwatch facilitated dialogue between defenders and business actors on several 

occasions. Following Swedwatch’s mobilization of six Nordic food companies, charges were once 

again dropped in a new SLAPP-lawsuit against Ecuadorian defender Jorge Acosta, reporting on labour 

rights and environmental impacts in the banana sector. Jorge Acosta is the coordinator of the banana 

workers’ union ASTAC (Asociación Sindical de Trabajadores Agrícolas y Campesinos) which organises 

around 1,500 banana workers across Ecuador. The companies involved have stood firmly behind 

Acosta in his role as a defender, supporting his and other defenders’ right to report issues in the 

supply chain and leading the way for other companies in the sector.  

On 7 February 2020, Acosta was arrested and detained for several hours after having requested court 

documents from a case related to the dismissal of banana workers attempting to form a trade union. 

He was accused of violating a judge’s privacy and risked several years in prison when he insisted the 

documents were public and subsequently tried to film the response of a judge when his request was 

denied. 

In a joint letter to the Ecuadorian government in March 2020, the companies subsequently wrote: 

“As companies that are dependent on global supply chains we are committed to 

respecting human rights in all parts of our operations. We rely on human rights 

defenders, such as Mr Acosta, to be able to speak freely, and without fear of 

retaliation or reprisal, about challenges in the supply chains. 

Such information, in addition to information by other sources, is crucial for us to 

continue improving the performance of our sector, in close cooperation with our 

suppliers. We do hope that the Ecuadorian courts of Justice and the 

Government will act to ensure that Mr Acosta will not be subject to any unfair 

treatment.”  

Undersigned companies included Axfood, Greenfood, Martin & Servera, Menigo, Unil AS, and the 

organisation Fairtrade Sweden 
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When Acosta’s case was brought up again in a higher instance after appellation by the judge, he was 

sent to a hearing in October. Swedwatch in cooperation with Business and Human Rights Resource 

Centre mobilized several of the Swedish companies to support Acosta for the third time and ask 

permission to participate in the hearing (held online) as observers. The UN Special Rapporteur on the 

situation of human rights defenders, Mary Lawlor, was also contacted by Swedwatch and asked 

permission to attend. Due to the international attention and pressure, charges against Acosta were 

dropped and the case was closed.  

Swedwatch’s continuous work with the food companies in support of Acosta in his role as a 

legitimate defender has served as a source of inspiration for other companies and is one of few cases 

of active company support of a threatened defender. In November Swedwatch co-organised a 

session about human rights defenders at the BHR Forum held online together with the UN Working 

Group on Business and human rights and other CSOs. A representative of the company Greenfood 

was invited to speak about its experiences of supporting Acosta and on the need to include 

defenders in company HRDD processes. Greenfood also communicated its commitment to support 

defenders through a web article. 

Supporting local project partners in reaching out during Covid-19 

 

During 2020, due to the pandemic and restrictions on civic space in many countries, Swedwatch’s 

local project partners have faced severe difficulties to continue their work and to reach out with 

important information. The ability to organise communities and report on impacts has been 

hampered by the lack of access to digital tools and internet, lack of funding and subsequent lack of 

media attention. Risks related to criticising governments have increased in many countries, for 

example journalists reporting on failed Covid-19 strategies have in several countries been 

imprisoned.5 To help project partners overcome these difficulties, Swedwatch has supported them in 

reaching out with important information. 

In addition to the work in support of Jorge Acosta, Swedwatch has supported the union ASTAC during 

the pandemic to reach out to purchasing companies with information on the impacts of Covid-19 on 

agricultural workers in the Ecuadorian banana industry. Concerns raised by ASTAC included lack of 

protective measures and that many workers lack social security coverage and little access to 

adequate health care.  

 “Companies purchasing Ecuadorian bananas should put pressure on their 

suppliers to protect agricultural workers including providing adequate 

protective gear and offering decent working hours. They should also pay 

a fair price for our bananas.”   

ASTAC’s women’s coordinator Maricela Guzman, interviewed by Swedwatch  

According to ASTAC, respiratory problems are already widespread due to the heavy use of pesticides 

and workers worry about becoming seriously ill if they are infected. ASTAC’s women’s coordinator 

 
5 https://rightsindevelopment.org/news/press-freedom-development-finance-covid/  

https://www.mynewsdesk.com/se/greenfood-ab/news/greenfood-speaks-at-the-united-nations-9th-annual-forum-on-business-and-human-rights-415437
https://rightsindevelopment.org/news/press-freedom-development-finance-covid/
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explained in an interview with Swedwatch that many women work excessive hours and are 

concerned about vulnerable family members at home alone. Workers often live in extended families 

with very young and elderly in the same household, often staying in poor and crowded conditions 

which can exacerbate the risk of the virus spreading throughout the community.  

Similar impacts on agricultural workers and communities were found by Swedwatch’s local project 

partner CODEHICA in Peru, which monitors water and human rights impacts in the production of 

fruits and vegetables for export in the water scarce Ica valley. In a website article by Swedwatch, 

ASTAC and CODEHICA called on authorities and companies to take urgent measures to protect the 

health and wellbeing of workers. After the publication of the article, shared through the website of 

Business and Human Rights Resource Centre and sent to European companies purchasing agricultural 

products from the Ica valley, several of the Swedish companies contacted their respective suppliers 

and put pressure on them to address the impacts. 

To support defenders working on BHRE issues and to help increase their access to key public and 

private actors, Swedwatch has put a number of organisations within our network in direct contact 

with the UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation for Human Rights defenders. Swedwatch also 

submitted written input concerning the need to address the increasing attacks against defenders 

reporting business-related human rights violations and environmental destruction to Sida, as part of 

its civil society dialogue around a new program for Latin America, and to OECD-watch as part of its 

consultation with member organisations on priorities for advocacy work related to the potential 

revision of the OECD Guidelines 2021. 

In September, Swedwatch was contacted by the non-profit business and human rights organisation 

Inclusive Development International (IDI) with a request to co-organise a meeting between a 

defender from the indigenous communities in Kendeng, Central Java, Indonesia, and the Ethical 

Council of the Swedish AP-funds. The communities are affected by a limestone mine currently under 

development by the company Heidelberg Cement. According to the communities, the project has 

moved ahead in spite of total lack of the free, prior and informed consent of indigenous communities 

affected by the mine. Several of the AP funds are investors in Heidelberg Cement and its Indonesian 

subsidiary.  

In response to the request, Swedwatch organised a preparatory meeting with a defender from the 

local community and IDI providing strategic advice. Swedwatch also  

facilitated contact between AP7, which is not part of the Ethical Council, and the affected 

communities and IDI. 

Increased cooperation with networks 

 

Swedwatch significantly strengthened existing cooperation with partners in relation to defenders 

throughout 2020 and joined several new international networks; the Coalition Defend the defenders, 

and the Defenders in Development network. Swedwatch also joined as an active member of Concord 

Sweden’s civic space group through which Swedwatch contributed to the 2020 report PGU 

Barometern with recommendations to the Swedish Government, including on the need for Swedish 

embassies to play a larger role in mediation between and protection of defenders at risk in Swedish 

investments.  
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Swedwatch’s close cooperation with OECD Watch and the Business and Human Rights Resource 

Centre was further strengthened, as exemplified with activities described above. Swedwatch is 

furthermore currently exploring ways to develop its support to defenders through its member 

organisations and aims to become a member of the International Land Coalition, ILC, with the 

purpose of strengthening cooperation with land rights defenders in the Global south. 

.A closer cooperation with likeminded organisations has during 2020 allowed Swedwatch to reach 

out more broadly and engage in strategic advocacy together with others. Examples include, among 

others, advocacy an dialogue with EDFI, work ahead and during the Finance in Common summit and 

dialogue with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

In December, Swedwatch published a joint op-ed and participated in an online light manifestation in 

support for environmental defenders together with several other Swedish organisations. Participants 

in the light manifestations actively posted on social media in support of defenders killed over the 

year. A dialogue with the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation on how to increase cooperation 

with the environmental defenders in their network has also been initiated.  

Lessons learned  
 
The pandemic has caused new and serious challenges for HREDs, which have also inflicted on 

Swedwatch’s ability to carry out its work. Over the year, working with defenders at risk, in particular 

in the face of the pandemic, has therefore required a high degree of flexibility from Swedwatch as an 

organisation, and showed the importance of cooperating and advocating with allies and through 

networks. The work with Swedish companies on the Jorge Acosta case has been a positive experience 

for both Acosta and the companies and has been used as a good example by Swedwatch on several 

occasions, receiving significant attention from various stakeholders. It shows that reaching out to 

companies for support in cases like Acosta’s can be an effective tool both for the defender at risk and 

to raise awareness and inspire action by others. 

Going forward 

During 2021 Swedwatch will further develop and strengthen its work related to defenders and civic 

space, focusing on the responsibility of publicly owned investors and development banks and on 

businesses in high-risk sectors, including food and agriculture, mining and renewables.  

As an association of 15 European bilateral DFIs with a growing portfolio and a focus on renewables 

and agriculture among many members, EDFI and its members will continue to be a targeted 

stakeholder for Swedwatch going forward. Together with the network Defenders in Development, 

Swedwatch has begun to develop a joint civil society strategy for advocacy towards EDFI. As the 

Swedish DFI, Swedfund is currently coordinating the human rights work within EDFI and aims to 

become a forerunner on these matters, Swedwatch is particularly well fitted to take active part in 

such advocacy and dialogue efforts. 

In 2021 Swedwatch will also take over the role as coordinator of civil society’s input to the Swedish 

Government on Sweden’s support to Development banks. Risks to defenders in high-risk sectors 

including renewable energy and increased attacks against defenders during the pandemic are likely 

to continue as important topics in these discussions. 

As part of Swedwatch’s intention to increase awareness among businesses in high-risk sectors and 

countries, Swedwatch will host a seminar on how to protect defenders in global supply chains 
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together with Amfori; a business association working for sustainable trade with 2400 member 

companies of which many belong to high-risk sectors such as food and agriculture and garment. 

In order to maximise potential outreach, Swedwatch is currently exploring the development of an 

online tool as part of Swedwatch website where project partners and other organisations/defenders 

will be able to access material from Swedwatch’s trainings and get advice on how to conduct their 

own research and reporting on BHRE. The aim of such a tool is to maximise Swedwatch’s outreach to 

key target groups and to ensure long-term results with the goal of building internal capacity among 

partners. Swedwatch will also develop new material related to defenders to be published on the 

website in order to highlight the important work of project partners and increase the visibility of 

Swedwatch’s work in relation to defenders and civic space issues.  

 

In addition to the aforementioned plans, Swedwatch has begun developing a whistle-blower function 

for Swedwatch’s website, to allow company employees and civil society actors, notably defenders, to 

contact Swedwatch and securely provide information concerning human rights and environmental 

impacts of businesses for Swedwatch to investigate. In several countries where Swedwatch works, 

defenders are under close surveillance and face intimidation as well as judicial and physical 

harassment if they communicate with foreign CSOs. Similarly, many company employees fear 

dismissal if they provide information potentially showing their companies in a negative light. The 

service will use encrypted software and other methods that allow whistle-blowers to contact 

Swedwatch, share information and collaborate without risking their personal safety. The function is 

planned to become active in the first half of 2021.  

  

Contributions to the 2030 Agenda  
Defenders at all levels play a critical role in pointing out the obstacles to reaching the 

SDGs, and creating solutions for global challenges, including climate change, conflict 

and rising inequalities. When defenders are silenced and attacked, so is democracy 

itself. By not consulting with or assessing the risks to defenders, and by cooperating 

with business partners who are in conflict with defenders, companies risk contributing to negative 

impacts on defenders, a shrinking civic space and to undermining many of the SDGs.  

States and businesses have critical roles to play in addressing this negative trend and moving towards 

the systematic protection of and respect for defenders as a cornerstone of any democratic society. 

This includes the protection of the fundamental rights to the freedoms of expression, association and 

peaceful assembly. These freedoms are all prerequisites for the fulfilment of the SDGs, in particular 

SDG 16, which aims to promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, 

provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels. 

Supporting defenders – including environmental, women and indigenous defenders – and listening to 

their perspectives is crucial for addressing global threats such as climate change, rising inequality and 

conflicts. Without their active contribution, the fulfilment of the SDGs is at risk. 

Capacity building and BHRE trainings  

 

Swedwatch regularly conducts trainings and workshops for companies, investors, public authorities, 

students, as well as stakeholders in the Global South. Following increased requests by the latter, 

Swedwatch notes a continued added value in designing trainings specifically on elements of business, 

human rights and environment with a focus on providing concrete tools aimed at ensuring 
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empowerment, capacity exchange, dialogue and remedy for EHRDs. Swedwatch has, since 2016, 

increased its training portfolio, focusing on continue engagement and tailor-made trainings based on 

the priorities of stakeholders in a given country and/or context. 

Although live-trainings were halted during the pandemic, Swedwatch has nevertheless continued its 

capacity building and exchange activities, for example with West African organisations. Plans are 

underway to resume in-person training activities once the pandemic has passed.  

Throughout the year, capacity building has also taken place in the development of joint projects, 

including with Filipino project partner CTUHR in relation to Swedwatch’s project on hazardous 

chemicals in the manufacturing of ICT products. Similarity, local organisation Green Advocates 

International was provided with training on how to use technical equipment to monitor industrial 

pollution during the implementation of the CBM pilot.  

As mentioned above, plans are underway to develop an online seminar series targeting public 

procurement agencies.  

Training for defenders from East Africa  

 

In response to a request from Act Church of Sweden, who supports the regional faith-based human 

rights organisation FECCLAHA (the Fellowship of Christian Councils and Churches in the Great Lakes 

and Horn of Africa), Swedwatch conducted a half-day BHRE online training for FECCLAHA member 

organisations in December. Participants originated from five East- and Central African countries:  

Kenya, Tanzania, DRC, Burundi and South Sudan. Nearly half of the participants had previously 

participated in Swedwatch’s BHRE training held in Nairobi in 2019.  

The training focused on the situation for defenders during Covid-19 and the increased restrictions on 

civic space in many of the participants’ home countries. The difficulties for civil society to organise 

and make its voice heard during the pandemic has led to increased risks for human rights and 

environmental impacts, including around business operations. The fear of losing jobs and investors 

puts defenders opposing or questioning business operations at risk.  

Participants further explained that as several business projects, for example in the mining sector, 

have scaled down during the pandemic, communities around mining sites are in many places 

increasingly vulnerable as many have lost their jobs and lack alternative sources of livelihood. women 

tend to particularly affected by this development. Women also face increased obstacles to 

participate in consultations due to the pandemic; women are experiencing increased household 

burdens related to around hygiene and sanitation, and in the responsibility of taking care of sick 

family members and children who are not in school due to the pandemic. During the training with 

the FECCLAHA members, Swedwatch emphasized how negative impacts from busines operations 

tend to affect women and men differently and stressed the need for businesses to conduct gender 

sensitive HRDD. 

As a result of Swedwatch’s 2019 and 2020 trainings with members of FECCLAHA, several 

organisations have expressed an increased interest in developing their own work within BHRE and 

some of them have initiated plans or concrete projects related to BHRE. For example, the Kenyan 

organisation Haki Madini has used the skills acquired during Swedwatch’s training and conducted a 

study of the impacts related to the mining sector in Kenya during Covid-19.  
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FECCLAHA’s member organisations often have a direct presence in affected communities, including 

in very remote areas. As faith-based organisations they also have an established dialogue with key 

stakeholders at both local and national level, and often play the role as mediators in conflicts. The 

clear human rights focus and gender focus among many of these organisations make them important 

actors in societies where the human rights situation is deteriorating, particularly for women. 

Swedwatch will therefore explore possibilities to continue working with selected members of 

FECCLAHA to support them in their role as defenders and to support them in developing their work 

on BHRE. A kick-off meeting focusing on how to advance participants’ engagement in the extractive 

sector is planned for the first half of 2021 with organisations in Kenya, Tanzania, DRC and South 

Sudan. 

Training in Zambia 

In relation to Swedwatch’s Make ICT Fair project and associated work to highlight the impacts of 

copper mining in Zambia, Swedwatch has continued its dialogue with Diakonia and Extractives 

Industry Transparency Alliance (EITA) on the issue, in particular as regards identifying opportunities 

to carry out a training on business and human rights, mining and the UNGPs as both parties have 

expressed that there is a significant demand and need for such a training. The training was planned 

to be arranged in May 2020 but was postponed as the Covid-19 pandemic made traveling impossible.  

 

  

 Sustainable and fair global supply chains  

 

While global supply chains offer opportunities for economic and social development, they also entail 

human rights and environment impacts; across the globe, communities and workers experience 

similar types of human rights and environment challenges whether related to extraction, processing 

and manufacturing. Adverse effects can exist at any level, from the first tier down to multiple layers 

of value chains, including sub-contractors and the extraction of raw materials. Negative impacts are 

often the result of weak enforcement of legislation, corruption and unsustainable business models. 

Workers may experience minimum wage violations and forced overtime; sexual harassment, 

exposure to toxic substances and other occupational hazards; and retaliation if they attempt to 

organise. Many workers fear that voicing grievances will result in reprisal and lack access to 

complaints mechanisms, whistleblower protections, and legal recourses.  

Transparency is a prerequisite for sustainable and fair supply chains. However, many business actors 

are not adequately disclosing information on environment and human rights risks and impacts 

related to their operations and supply chains, or how these are addressed. 

According to the UNGPs, businesses have a responsibility to respect human rights - including to 

identify the human rights risks related to their supply chains and to be transparent about those risks - 

independently of states’ abilities and/or willingness to fulfil their own human rights obligations. Thus, 

the responsibility for sustainable and just supply chains is an issue that requires strong commitment 

from both the private sector and public actors. Without increased transparency on sourcing, sales 

and ownership structures, the current opaqueness will continue to pose risks to workers and 

communities as the ability to hold business and public actors accountable will continue to be limited. 
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Pharmaceuticals in the environment: local and global impacts  

Aging population, high prevalence of lifestyle disease, and rising population all contribute to the 

increased spending on medicine and health care around the world. In particular, demand for 

affordable medicine has been on the rise prompting growth of generic drugs. Since the 1990’s, the 

pharmaceutical sector has rapidly globalized and India emerged as the world’s largest provider of 

patent expired essential pharmaceuticals or generic drugs. This development coupled with the recent 

Covid-19 pandemic has crystalized the importance of the sector to India’s economy. However, the 

sector is also known to have long contributed to environmental pollution.  

Issue description 

The pharmaceutical industry’s pollution in India has been described as a form of “slow violence” that 

particularly victimises socially and economically marginalised populations including the Scheduled 

Castes, and especially women and children. This situation is facilitated not only by the social injustice 

and politics in India, but also by structural injustice of the global pharmaceutical production and 

trade, and regulatory lapse of global institutions. While local authorities in manufacturing hubs like 

Hyderabad have failed to ensure sustainability in pharmaceutical production, importing countries 

and regions such as Sweden and the EU have not sufficiently sought to address the situation or use 

leverage to push for environmental and human rights due diligence. 

The issue of pharmaceuticals in the environment through manufacturing has been documented and 

reported through academic studies and media reports. The pollution has caused substantial 

degradation of local water resources, soil and air, violating local communities right to a healthy 

environment and livelihood and limiting their access to clean water. Apart from impacts on the local 

environment, the large release of antibiotics into water streams have created a dangerous breeding 

ground for antimicrobial resistance (AMR) - projected to cause an estimated 10 million deaths 

annually worldwide by 2050, unless actions are taken.  

Furthermore, lack of transparency in the pharmaceutical production-distribution network have been 

highlighted as critical problems in the sector. Although the sector is highly regulated to ensure 

patient safety, importers of active pharmaceutical ingredients and products are not required to 

disclose information on the countries of origin or the results of environmental risk assessments. This 

lack of information prevents consumers from making informed decisions, rights holders from 

demanding accountability, and stakeholders to conduct efficient human rights due diligence on 

pharmaceutical procurement. 

Research and findings 

In the project, Swedwatch collaborated with the Changing Markets Foundation which has reported 

on environmental pollution from the pharmaceuticals sector in India and was further introduced to 

UK based Wildlight and local civil society organisation Gamana, based in Hyderabad to conduct 

fieldwork. Gamana, headed by environmental human rights defender Anil Dayakar, carried out 

interviews in local communities affected by the environmental pollution. When designing fieldwork 

in India, Gamana made sure that Swedwatch interviewed and highlighted the perspectives of other 

defenders working on behalf of local communities, including politicians, environmental activists, 

women’s rights defenders and land rights defenders working on behalf of communities affected by 

the proposed development project Pharma City Complex. Gamana also put Swedwatch in contact 

with an industry whistle blower to talk about the persistent issue of environmental pollution in the 

sector. 
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In Sweden, Swedwatch collaborated with Swedish Society for Nature Conservationand Stockholm 

International Water Institute to exchange information and to jointly address the issue. 

 

Work and activities 2020 

 

In February 2020, Swedwatch released the report The health paradox - 

Environmental and human rights impacts from pharmaceutical 

production in India and the need for supply chain transparency.  

The report confirmed earlier studies that widespread environmental 

pollution from pharmaceutical manufacturers violates local community 

members’ right to a healthy environment, including their access to clean 

water, air and soil. It further threatens their fundamental right to life 

through long-term exposure to pharmaceutical residues and other 

hazardous materials that are released into the environment; residents in 

the communities around Hyderabad said they suffered from respiratory 

problems and skin conditions, but also from decreased access to water 

and threats to their livelihoods.  

“People who used to depend on nearby lakes for irrigation, fishing, drinking and 

household use told Swedwatch that they had stopped using the water “when it 

became discoloured and foul-smelling.” 

Community member interviewed by Swedwatch  

In addition to health effects of environmental pollution, interviewed community members also 

experienced loss of income from agricultural production, cattle and fishing, and difficulties accessing 

clean water on daily basis. As climate change is expected to amplify the regional drought cycle, many 

are particularly concerned over potential future water shortages and related conflicts.  

While laws and legislation in India acknowledge the rights to land, as well as their rights to protest 

and appeal to seek justice, Swedwatch’s study in India found that rights holders and their advocates 

are continuously sabotaged, threatened and ignored.  

https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Pharma-report_Final_200219-ab-fin-enkelsidor.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Pharma-report_Final_200219-ab-fin-enkelsidor.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Pharma-report_Final_200219-ab-fin-enkelsidor.pdf
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Environmental human rights defender “Musi” Shankar has long represented community protests against the pollution of 

Musi river.  

Swedwatch’s report also highlighted land rights issues. While the environmental pollution remains 

unabated, the pharmaceutical industry in India continues to expand; currently the state of Telangana 

is developing a pharma manufacturing hub called the Hyderabad Pharma City complex. The project, 

covering nearly 8,000 hectares across the agricultural land of more than ten villages, has been 

approved and developers have begun to acquire land from communities. However according to local 

HREDs, the acquisition process was not conducted in accordance with local regulations.  

The Covid- 19 pandemic has further heightened the importance of pharmaceutical industries in India, 

and the government is providing support to expand pharmaceutical manufacturers to increase the 

capacity of production, and develop “bulk-drug” parks that include production of active ingredients, 

as well as final formulation.6 This coupled with regressive changes proposed to an Indian legislation 

on environmental impact assessment raises critical concerns regarding the control of environmental 

pollution from pharmaceutical manufacturing facilities.  

In the report, Swedwatch underlined that as India seeks to develop its National Action Plan on 

Business and Human Rights (NAP), state authorities must ensure that courts are independent of 

pressure from within and from business actors, and that activities of HREDs are not obstructed.7 It 

also called for improved access to effective grievance mechanisms for victims of business-related 

human rights abuses and for companies importing and producing pharmaceuticals to ensure that 

 
6 See production linked incentives and support for bulk drug parks, https://www.investindia.gov.in/schemes-
for-pharmaceuticals-manufacturing  
7 Zero draft of India’s NAP was due to finalise during 2020, https://globalnaps.org/country/india/   

https://www.investindia.gov.in/schemes-for-pharmaceuticals-manufacturing
https://www.investindia.gov.in/schemes-for-pharmaceuticals-manufacturing
https://globalnaps.org/country/india/
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human rights defenders reporting on such abuses can carry out their work safely and without fear of 

retaliation. As of February 2021, India’s NAP remains a zero draft.  

Following the publication of the report in February 2020, Swedwatch released a joint position paper 

on Pharmaceutical Strategy for Europe together with seven other European based organisations 

including the Health Care Without Harm Europe and the European Public Health Alliance.8 

Swedwatch particularly contributed on the issues of environmental and human rights risks and 

emphasized the need for due diligence in supply chains, and to protect the wellbeing of local 

communities. Swedwatch further coordinated with European organisations to ensure that the newly 

voted amendments to the EU Strategic Approach to Pharmaceuticals in the Environment included 

environmental pollution from pharmaceutical production outside of Europe.9  

Swedwatch further participated in a panel discussion in November 2020 organised by the Members 

of European Parliament Interest Group on Antimicrobial Resistance and coordinated by the Brussels 

based Healthcare Without Harm Europe. Panel members included Caroline Moermond, Senior 

Advisor on Pharmaceuticals and the Environment from the National Institute for Public Health and 

the Environment (RIVM) in the Netherlands; Hans Stielstra, Deputy Head of Unit for Clean Water of 

the European Commission; as well as Nicolai Schaaf, Programme Manager from the Stockholm 

International Water Institute (SIWI). In the panel, Swedwatch highlighted the persisting 

environmental pollution from manufacturing facilities, and the need for due diligence. 

 

Advocacy work in Sweden in the first half of 2020 in coordination with the Swedish Society for 

Nature Conservation also resulted in the Swedish government to allocate SEK 80 million to monitor 

and regulate pharmaceutical effluence and to further study ways to reduce pharmaceuticals in the 

environment.10 While the focus of the state support is heavy on technological development within 

the country, as demonstrated by the discussions that took place during a workshop organised by the 

Swedish Medical Procurement Agency during October 2020, there is a heightened interests among 

national and regional offices handling procurement of medicine on the issues of pharmaceuticals in 

the environment.    

Lessons learned  

Swedwatch’s work on the issues of pharmaceuticals highlighted the importance of contextual 

analysis based on a wide range of literature, identification of critical actors and application of 

different methods to study the issue. The work also highlighted the significance of collaborating with 

organisations based in Europe to strategically call for a policy change in the sector. For example, 

working with Brussels based organisations such as the Health Care Without Harm enabled 

Swedwatch to collaborate with new groups of actors including the European Public Health Alliance 

and the European Environment Bureau to collectively make recommendations to the European 

Commission of Health and Food Safety on issues related to pharmaceuticals in the environment 

through a position paper, which was submitted during a consultation process for the Pharmaceutical 

Strategy for Europe. 

 

 
8 https://noharm-europe.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/6473/2020-07-13_Joint-position-paper-EU-
Pharma-strategy.pdf 
9 https://noharm-europe.org/articles/press-release/europe/time-clean-pharmaceutical-industry 
10 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0226_EN.pdf 

https://noharm-europe.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/6473/2020-07-13_Joint-position-paper-EU-Pharma-strategy.pdf
https://noharm-europe.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/6473/2020-07-13_Joint-position-paper-EU-Pharma-strategy.pdf
https://noharm-europe.org/articles/press-release/europe/time-clean-pharmaceutical-industry
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0226_EN.pdf
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Going forward 

Swedwatch will continue to highlight the importance of human rights and environmental due 

diligence in the sector building on the key findings of its report and subsequent advocacy activities 

during 2020. Swedwatch will continue to communicate with local partners in India including Gamana 

and others to seek opportunities to follow-up on the issues from different angles. For instance, issues 

of workers and community health, land acquisition by pharmaceutical companies and developers and 

displacement of local communities, and due diligence of states and businesses in the development of 

Covid-19 vaccines.  

In Sweden and in Europe, Swedwatch will continue to collaborate with Swedish Society for Nature 

Conservation and the Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI), as well as engage in dialogue 

with stakeholders to raise awareness of the issue, and further promote the notion of green 

procurement to improve due diligence obligations in the health sector. 

Contributions to the 2030 Agenda  

Swedwatch has contributed in raising awareness on the issues of environmental 

pollution in the pharmaceutical sector, and highlighted the importance of SDG 6: 

Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all 

including target 6.1 By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking 

water for all and target 6.3 By 2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating 

dumping and minimizing release of hazardous chemicals and materials, halving the proportion of 

untreated wastewater and substantially increasing recycling and safe reuse globally as well as target 

6.6 By 2020, protect and restore water-related ecosystems, including mountains, forests, wetlands, 

rivers, aquifers and lakes. Swedwatch study further contributed to ongoing discussions on SDG 12: 

responsible consumption and production, through its public campaign and advocacy towards 

improved pharmaceutical policies in the EU and in Sweden. 

 

Provider-customer responsibility in high-risk areas  

The work relating to provider-customer relations is one example of how Swedwatch works to create 

change within sectors and across systems, as opposed to individual business actors. Approaching a 

wide range of actors operating in the same industry has a greater potential to affect long-lasting 

change, particularly as Swedwatch’s recommendations to all actors within a specific sector are 

normative as they will often promote compliance with internationally recognised norms and 

standards on company responsibility such as the UNGPs. 

In a project reviewing responsibility-dynamics within this relationship, Swedwatch has over the 

course of seven years investigated measures taken by providers of mining equipment to respect 

human rights and the environment. Swedwatch’s first case study focused on equipment sold by 

Swedish companies to a controversial hydropower project in Colombia. The two ensuing case studies 

focused on South Africa and Myanmar, where mineral extraction comes at a high social and 

environmental cost, often borne by poor and marginalised sections of society.  

The responsibility of companies’ responsibilities downstream in their supply chain (i.e in relation to 

their customers) is still an emerging issue. Although the UNGPs require business enterprises to “seek 

to prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts that are directly linked to their operations, 

products or services by their business relationships, even if they have not contributed to those 

impacts”, practice has fallen short among providers in actualising leverage and influence.  
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Issue description 

Mining operations often exacerbate existing environmental and human rights challenges in nearby 

communities, particularly in contexts that are characterised by structural violence and/or armed 

conflict. In complex contexts, according to the UNGPs, business enterprises should ensure that they 

do not exacerbate the situation. This includes companies that provide products used in a way that 

risk causing negative human rights impacts. By exercising leverage on the buyers of their products, 

these actors have an opportunity to influence their downstream supply chains and help ensure that 

human rights are respected throughout their supply chains, not least for groups such as women and 

girls, that are most vulnerable to the salient rights risks associated with mining. Swedwatch’s work on 

this theme was during 2020 focused on Myanmar.  

 

Myanmar  

Myanmar is one of the world’s most complex environments from a business and human rights 

perspective. By exploring the downstream responsibilities of providers in an area of armed conflict in 

mineral rich Kachin state a largely unexplored topic, the research project aims to raise awareness and 

contribute to affect change regarding the role of business in promoting peaceful and inclusive 

societies. If providers of machinery that may severely impact the environment and human rights use 

their leverage over customers to address human rights risks, positive impacts on the environment 

and for rights holders can be extensive. 

 

Photo: More than ten thousand mining machines were used in the jade mines in 2016, many produced by global leaders 

Caterpillar, Komatsu and Volvo CE. Nothing indicates that the number of machines has decreased since then.  

 

Research and findings  
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In June 2018, Swedwatch published research findings in the report 

Overlooked and undermined – Communities affected by jade 

mining operations in Myanmar and the responsibilities of 

companies providing machinery.  

The report scrutinised efforts taken by Caterpillar (USA), Komatsu 

(Japan) and Swedish Volvo Construction Equipment, including its 

subsidiary Terex Trucks – whose machines are used in Myanmar’s 

jade extraction – to address human rights risks in a high-risk and 

conflict-affected context. The report was conducted in 

collaboration with Act Church of Sweden.  

The report highlighted the need for companies and governments to 

increase efforts in contributing to advancing the SDGs. Above all, 

the examination of armed conflict and jade extraction in Myanmar 

stressed the need for efforts towards fulfilling SDG 16, dedicated to promoting peaceful and inclusive 

societies for sustainable development and facilitating access to justice for all.  

In order to maintain the pressure on the companies involved, Swedwatch reinitiated dialogue with 

the three companies and with affected communities from Kachin state in 2019. The result was 

presented in the follow-up report Still Overlooked, published in June 2020. The follow-up report 

outlined the extent to which the three world-leading mining machinery producers had attempted to 

enhance human rights safeguards in relation to sales in high-risk markets such as Myanmar, two 

years after Swedwatch had presented its initial findings. It also discussed the companies’ 

responsibilities in light of a UN investigation into the Myanmar military’s economic interests in 

Kachin’s jade mines, conducted in 2019 by a fact finding-mission specifically established by the UN 

Security Council to investigate alleged human rights violations by Myanmar’s military and security 

forces.  

Myanmar’s mining sector has since the early 2000’s experienced a 

dramatic increase in the use of heavy mining machinery, sold in 

Myanmar by international providers. Thousands of heavy mining 

machines are employed in Myanmar’s most mineral rich area, the 

conflict-ridden Kachin state, where profits from mining play a key 

role in what observers have called ‘the world’s longest running civil 

war’. The influx of heavy mining machinery has enabled the 

extraction of minerals to take place at an unprecedented rate and 

impacts on local communities in the country’s jade extraction area 

have been severe and widespread. The mining projects in Kachin 

state have long been subject to protests from local communities 

because of their negative impacts on human rights and the 

environment. More than ten thousand mining machines were used in 

the jade mines in 2016, many produced by global leaders Caterpillar, 

Komatsu and Volvo CE. 

For its first report, Swedwatch interviewed community members, mine workers, CSOs, academic 

researchers, jade traders, community-based leaders, church leaders, medical staff and Myanmar-

based experts in natural resource management. Based on its research, Swedwatch concluded that 

irresponsible mining practices have led to serious human rights impacts including loss of land and 

livelihoods, and to deadly landslides that kill up to hundreds of people every year. The jade industry 
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is believed to worsen acute social issues in the region, and local communities suffer from poverty, 

endemic heroin use, the commercial sexual exploitation of women and girls, a high rate of HIV and 

AIDS, and lethal traffic accidents involving mining trucks.  

Swedwatch found that local community members were also heavily impacted by the violent armed 

conflict between Myanmar’s state army and the armed ethnic group Kachin Independence Army. 

Despite the UNGPs explicit call on companies to conduct heightened human rights due diligence 

when doing busines in conflict-affected areas, none of the companies in Swedwatch’s first report 

could demonstrate that they had made adequate efforts to identify, mitigate or prevent risks 

associated with the use of their equipment, particularly regarding adverse impacts on human rights 

and the environment in Myanmar’s mining areas. They could not demonstrate efforts in line with 

international frameworks regarding the exercise of leverage towards local business partners. The 

report concluded that the companies relied on insufficient human rights safeguards regarding risks 

associated with the use of their equipment, and that the companies apparently failed in their 

compliance with the UNGPs concerning the sales of mining machinery in Myanmar.  

For the follow-up report, Swedwatch organised interviews with two local civil society organisations 

from Hpakant and with experts on Myanmar national resource management and international law. 

For security reasons, the interviewees chose to remain anonymous. They explained that the human 

rights situation had deteriorated further around Hpakant Township, the worst affected area, and that 

the situation for children and jade mining workers had worsened in many ways. The use of heroin 

abuse was said to still be rife, with children as young as eight being addicted to drugs. According to 

media reporting, at least 210 had died in landslides in the mines in the time span between 

Swedwatch’s two reports.  

 

The overall conflict situation in Kachin, which is partly driven by the jade trade, is also said to 

facilitate cross-border human trafficking. In July 2019, the the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation 

of human rights in Myanmar reported that women and girls, some as young as nine, were being 

trafficked from northern Myanmar to neighbouring countries for sex work. In its follow-up report, 

Swedwatch referred to the Special Rapporteurs’ statement and raised the situation for women, 

explaining that as the jade industry is male dominated, there are therefore few job opportunities for 

women in Hpakant, which in turn forces many women to take jobs as maids or in massage parlours, 

most of which serve as fronts for brothels. 

 

In another important report from 2019, the UN Fact-Finding Mission concluded that the Myanmar 

military forces (the Tatmadaw) dominates the jade mining industry in Kachin, and that generals from 

the five-decade military junta and army officials in Kachin state are making fortunes from the trade.  

According to the Fact-Finding Mission, the armed forces are responsible for violations of 

international human rights law and international humanitarian law in mining areas in Kachin, and 

that the economic interests of the armed forces enable its conduct, which includes the rape and gang 

rape of women and girls, and acts of torture and murder. In its follow-up report, Swedwatch 

elaborated on the Fact-Finding Mission’s conclusions and stressed that the global mining machinery 

companies’ seemingly blatant lack of safeguards in response to the context is a matter of serious 

urgency. Swedwatch also stressed that creating sufficient safeguards should be made a priority by 

Caterpillar, Komatsu and Volvo CE, and by all companies selling mining equipment in Myanmar.  
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Although the situation in Kachin has been well-documented for years, the three companies 

were unable to show in 2018 that they had conducted human rights due diligence, a core concept of 

international responsible business standards. When contacted by Swedwatch for the follow up 

report, Volvo CE had – as a result of Swedwatch’s engagement – taken initial steps to initiate 

something similar to such a process in Myanmar. Caterpillar and Komatsu were till not able to 

demonstrate that serious measures had been taken. With its follow-up report, Swedwatch once 

again called on the three companies to urgently conduct heightened and gender sensitive HRDD in 

Myanmar, and assess and address the impacts that have taken place through conducting HRIA. 

Swedwatch also called on the three companies and their peers to do the same in other high-risk 

country contexts where they sell products and services. The report argued that, as global leaders of 

producing mining machinery, the companies could significantly influence the overall market’s 

adherence to human rights standards.  

“By selling their machines to the jade mines, machinery companies are 

legitimising the military generals and the government who are responsible for 

torture and other atrocities. The jade extraction is still in the hands of the 

generals. If the international machinery companies keep selling their machines, 

they are helping the generals and cronies make profit, while the local 

communities continue to suffer [the consequences of this] industry.”  

 
/Director of a civil society organisation in Kachin, interviewed by Swedwatch  

 

A few months into the pandemic, Hpakant went into total lockdown, stranding many migrant mining 

workers. Reports indicate that illegal mining enterprises in Kachin nevertheless continue to operate, 

driving further divisions on the ground and complicating prospects for seeking peaceful resolution to 

conflicts. 

 

Work and activities 2020 

Following the launch of the report in June 2020, the project reignited attention among companies 

and actors such as the (former and current) UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights situation in 

Myanmar, Sida, Folke Bernadotte Academy, the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights 

and the OECD on the issue of responsibilities in provider-customer relations. The follow-up report 

was shared with nearly 200 individual professionals working on human rights issues related to 

Myanmar and received broad media attention internationally. However, over the past year the 

human rights situation in Kachin has deteriorated further. At least 170 persons were reportedly killed 

in landslides in the jade mines one month after Swedwatch published its follow-up report, and the 

fighting between the Myanmar military and ethnic armed groups continues.  

 

The severe situation in the mines received continued international media coverage, for example by 

Reuters, which interviewed Swedwatch for its article “Caterpillar, Komatsu, Volvo fail to address 

Myanmar jade mine abuses, charity says” (‘charity’ referring to Swedwatch), published in June 2020.  

 

https://swedwatch.org/publication/report/machinery-providers-fail-recognize-human-rights-risks-myanmars-jade-mines/
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Act Church of Sweden states it has used Swedwatch findings as a catalyst for discussions on business 

and human rights with a range of new actors in Myanmar, and that the report has also strengthened 

its own focus on business and human rights in the country. The report has also been used in dialogue 

with members of the European Parliament as part of discussions on the need for legislation on 

mandatory human rights due diligence.  

 

 Colombia 

In addition to the work on Myanmar, Swedwatch continued to monitor human 

rights and environmental impacts associated with the construction of Colombia’s 

largest hydroelectric power project Hidroituango in Antioquia, to which Swedish 

companies Scania and Atlas Copco have provided machinery and personnel. The 

human rights and environmental impacts related to the construction were first 

raised by Swedwatch in the 2014 report Drowned Rights, Floating Responsibilities. 

Dialogue with the Swedish companies has continued, leading to clear improvements in the 

companies’ policies and routines as providers to projects in high-risk areas.  

Following the deteriorating situation for the human rights defenders in the Hidroituango project 

area, Swedwatch has raised the companies’ role and responsibility in safeguarding civic space and 

ensuring that human rights defenders in the area are protected. In May 2019, Swedwatch helped 

Diakonia and Act Church of Sweden co-arrange a roundtable together with a representative from 

Colombian movement Rios Vivos and Scania and Atlas Copco, to update the companies on current 

human rights risks related to the construction of the hydropower project, in particular as regards 

threats and attacks against human rights defenders including members of Rios Vivos who have 

opposed the project. This was a follow-up meeting after the first dialogue meeting between the 

companies and Ríos Vivos arranged by Swedwatch in 2018. 

In 2019, a defender from Ríos Vivos was interviewed for the report Defenders at risk, providing 

further attention and visibility to the case which according to members of Ríos Vivos is the most 

effective strategy to mitigate risks of attacks. In a meeting with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

the Ministry of Commerce in November 2019, Swedwatch encouraged the Swedish government to 

act as a member of the Interamerican Development Bank (IADB) financing the project. This has also 

been called for by several other European CSOs and in late 2019 the conflict resolution mechanism of 

the Interamerican Development Bank publicly announced that they would open an investigation of 

the Hidroituango case. 

During 2020, Ríos Vivos with the support of other organisations filed a complaint to the Independent 

Consultation and Investigation Mechanism, MICI, of the Inter-American Development Bank. MICI is 

currently in the process of investigating the alleged human rights and environmental impacts caused 

by the project, including through consultations with Ríos Vivos. The investigation has been delayed 

and is complicated by the Covid-19 situation. Swedwatch is currently exploring how to support local 

partner Ríos Vivos in taking an active part in the consultations.  

 

Ríos Vivos has during 2020 also been invited to share their experiences of increasing threats during 

the pandemic in a panel arranged by Swedwatch and several member organisations in Colombia (see 

chapter Empowered rights holders and expanded civic space). The situation for human rights 

defenders during Covid-19 and the obstacles they face to take active part in consultations, due to 

https://swedwatch.org/publikation/rapport/bristande-ansvar-konfliktens-colombia/
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increased restrictions on civic space and mobilization, has also been brought up by Swedwatch in two 

separate meetings with the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. One of the meetings was arranged by 

Concord’s civic space group focusing on the drive for democracy led by the Swedish Government. 

The second meeting was part of the dialogue fora between civil society and the Ministry of foreign 

affairs and the Ministry of finance to discuss Sweden’s support to multinational and regional 

development banks, including the inter-American Development Bank. 

 

Lessons learned  

Large-scale projects such and mining and hydropower are by default costly, time consuming, and 

technology intensive, and they often rely on the involvement of large multinational companies. 

Consequently, businesses associated with the implementation of such projects tend to be less light-

footed compared to other sectors when it comes to changing practices and processes. Swedwatch’s 

efforts to raise awareness about companies’ downstream responsibilities in relation to large-scale 

projects must be adapted to these considerations and expecting fast results would be unrealistic. 

However, based on the results of its work to date and the reactions that Swedwatch’s research 

findings on this topic continues to receive among BHRE practitioners, Swedwatch has identified a 

need to continue engaging in dialogue with multinationals operating in this transformation-adverse 

environment, and continue producing investigative follow-ups to maintain the pressure for more 

responsible business practices. 

 

Going forward 

As part of the Myanmar focussed element of the project, Swedwatch had from the onset planned to 

conduct BHRE trainings for Myanmar human rights and environmental defenders. However, the 

already severe obstacles (mainly due to the severe repression of human rights environmental 

defenders in the country) were over the year worsened due to the pandemic. At the time of writing 

this annual progress report, Myanmar is undergoing a military coup and is on the brink of returning 

to control under the military junta. The situation for defenders – or indeed anyone voicing 

democratic principles in the country – is therefore profoundly volatile. Any efforts by Swedwatch 

targeted at stakeholders in Myanmar are hence not realistic in a near future. Swedwatch will 

nevertheless reassess the possibilities of engaging with relevant stakeholders outside of Myanmar for 

the long-term benefit of rights holders in Kachin’s jade mining area.  

 

To build on its accumulated research, Swedwatch will in 2021 release a thematic report that focuses 

specifically on human rights responsibilities in client-provider relationships. In this project, 

Myanmar’s jade sector, will serve as one of three case studies, the others being the Colombian 

hydroelectric power project and mining equipment sold by Swedish companies towards South 

Africa’s platinum industry.  

The project will provide an overview of sector-wide developments relating to human rights 

responsibilities in the provider-customer relationship as well as identify gaps and opportunities for 

stakeholders who provide equipment to companies operating in high-risk contexts, specifically the 

extractives and energy sectors. Swedwatch is currently also reviewing how similar research and 

analysis can be applied to other sectors, including agribusiness and infrastructure development.  
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Contributions to the 2030 Agenda  

Swedwatch’s work to highlight the responsibilities of companies selling products to 

actors operating in high-risk and conflict-affected contexts such as Myanmar and 

Colombia and Swedwatch’s repeated calls on such companies to conduct HRDD are 

relevant to SDG 12, in particular target 12.6 encourage companies, especially large and transnational 

companies, to adopt sustainable practices and to integrate sustainability information into their 

reporting cycle. Swedwatch’s research is also relevant to SDG 1, in particular target 1.4 ensure that 

all men and women, in particular the poor and the vulnerable, have equal rights to economic 

resources, as well as access to basic services, ownership and control over land and other forms of 

property, inheritance, natural resources [..]. Given the large negative environmental impacts caused 

by irresponsible mining practices which are enabled through the use of heavy mining equipment, the 

project furthermore contributes to target 12.2 achieve the sustainable management and efficient 

use of natural resources as well as SDG 15 target 15.4 ensure the conservation of mountain 

ecosystems, including their biodiversity, in order to enhance their capacity to provide benefits that 

are essential for sustainable development. By focusing on accountability for business in contexts 

affected by protracted armed conflict, the project furthermore contributes to Goal 16 Promote 

peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and 

build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.  

 

Public procurement: positively influencing suppliers with social criteria  

 

As a substantial share of goods purchased are produced in developing countries where working 

conditions and respect for human rights may not be enforced, public procurers have a significant role 

to play in positively contributing to more sustainable societies. This is also reflected in SDG 12, 

specifically in target 12.7; Promote public procurement practices that are sustainable, in accordance 

with national policies and priorities.  

 

Issue description  

Items that are publicly procured include a wide range of products – from furniture and food used in 

public environments to construction materials and stone used for major infrastructure projects. At 

the same time, low wages, forced or child labour and excessive overtime are recurring issues in the 

manufacture of a number of product groups. Including social criteria in contracts with suppliers 

allows procuring authorities to contribute towards improved working conditions, poverty alleviation 

and greater respect for human rights throughout the supply chain. Despite this, many procuring 

authorities do not set social criteria, often due to a lack of knowledge about the risks of human rights 

abuses in supply chains. Swedwatch has continued its work to increase awareness among public 

procurers on the risks inherent in global supply chains and to push public sector actors take positive 

steps to identify and address risks in this regard, in particular as part of the EU-wide Make ICT Fair 

project targeting public procurers in EU institutions and EU member countries.  
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Research and findings 
Swedwatch has worked for several years to highlighting the efficacy of 

public procurers as agents for change. In 2016, the report Agents for 

Change - How public procurers can influence labour conditions in global 

supply chains was published, providing case studies from Brazil, 

Pakistan and Thailand illustrating positive contributions possible when 

including social criteria in public procurement.  

Swedwatch’s findings also indicated that where social criteria have been 

implemented in the procurement process, human rights and labour 

conditions have improved over time. In contrast, high risk products that 

are not procured with consideration of social criteria are not as likely to 

improve in terms of labour conditions. The cases investigated by 

Swedwatch included forced labour, child labour, over-indebtedness, and hazardous working 

conditions. When reviewed and analysed against existing rules and regulations, Swedwatch found 

clear evidence that strict demands related to social considerations in public procurement contracts 

can create positive change on production sites. 

Swedwatch’s engagement on the issue furthermore showed that there is a need to build capacity, 

awareness and support among decision-makers and contracting authorities within the EU on the 

issue in order to build leverage and create positive change. The report highlighted several positive 

examples but also raised remaining challenges. Since the report, Swedwatch has continued to 

increase the understanding of how contracting authorities in EU member states can use social 

criteria to generate more sustainable supply chains, and ultimately contribute to fulfilment of the 

SDGs.  

Work and activities 2020 

In 2020, Swedwatch work around public procurement was mainly focused on external commissions 

(see below) and the Make ICT Fair project (see below). Beyond that, Swedwatch released the report 

The Health Paradox which addressed the impacts from unsustainable production and waste 

management in the pharmaceutical supply chain, an issue that is highly relevant to both consumers, 

business actors and public procurers. 

In 2020, Swedwatch also initiated the process to develop a multi-year programme plan on public 

procurement. To this end, Swedwatch engaged in dialogue with members of its network of 

contracting authorities and other stakeholders in Sweden and elsewhere. The OECD conference 

Leveraging responsible business conduct through public procurement, which Swedwatch actively 

attended, was a particularly valuable event from this point of view. The event gathered over 100 

participants from member states, including high-profile speakers from contracting authorities, 

industry, academia and civil society. The outcomes of Swedwatch’s dialogues clearly showed a need 

and demand for research and information from affected areas which may inform purchasing 

decisions. Based on conversations with researchers and public procurement officers in Sweden, 

Paraguay and South Africa, Swedwatch also identified an interest among low- and middle income 

countries to engage in training programmes on sustainable public procurement. Initial discussions 

also took place with the National Agency for Public Procurement (NAPP) in Sweden to explore 

possible collaborations.  

https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/82_Agents-for-Change-enkelsidor.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/82_Agents-for-Change-enkelsidor.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/82_Agents-for-Change-enkelsidor.pdf
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Throughout the year Swedwatch actively contributed to the work of the International Working Group 

on Ethical Public Procurement (IWGEPP), a network of public authorities and civil society 

organisations from several European countries.  Swedwatch’s input contributed to the decision to 

increase IWGEPP’s operational work. Swedwatch volunteered to be part of an advocacy working 

group within IWGEPP which will aim to communicate the need for – and the opportunities to – 

include social criteria in public contracts to relevant stakeholders.   

Swedwatch’s briefing about the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on BHRE issues, published in April, 

highlighted working conditions in the supply chains of public authorities and particularly raised the 

situation for workers in the Malaysian medical glove producing factories who, reportedly, experience 

an increased workload, hazardous working conditions and deteriorated living standard as a 

consequence of the pandemic. Swedwatch called on public procurers to include social criteria when 

procuring protective equipment and together with governments, buyers and suppliers ensure that 

labour standards are withheld.     

In response to UNDPs’ call for input to the revision of its “Social and Environmental Standards”, 

Swedwatch submitted recommendations encouraging the UNDP to actively integrate a business and 

human rights perspective across its programming to ensure that UNDP activities that directly or 

indirectly involve private and state-owned business actors are aligned with the UNGPs and, when 

applicable, the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises. Swedwatch’s recommendations also 

proposed adjustments related to gender equality and women’s empowerment, and on the need to 

include public procurement.  

External commissions with focus on sustainable supply chains  

 

Swedwatch carried several external commissions in 2020 which contributed to further raise the 

organisation’s profile among public authorities and others as the go-to organisation regarding 

expertise on human rights impacts in global supply chains. Subsequently, Swedwatch received 

several requests for new commissions by public procurement authorities.  

In addition to deliver on requests to conduct lectures at schools, for teachers and to a multi-

stakeholder initiative (CSR Väst), Swedwatch produced an extensive risk-assessment report on 14 

different types of wood for the City of Stockholm, covering countries on all continents. Swedwatch 

developed a number of risks maps for the different wood types covering both environmental and 

social aspects, including illegal logging and child labour. Besides open-source desk research, 

Swedwatch carried out several interviews with CSO representatives, academics and public authorities 

specialized on forestry. The risk assessment report was very well received by the City of Stockholm 

which stated that the report would play an important role in their decision making for selecting wood 

in future construction work with a clear responsible sourcing lens. If used actively, the report will 

help lower the risk for the City of Stockholm and its suppliers to pose stricter criteria when sourcing 

wood from areas with poor human rights and environmental standards and exclude certain wood 

types altogether. Given the in-depth research that was required to deliver on the assignment, 

Swedwatch strengthened its internal knowledge on environmental and human rights impacts 

associated with the forestry sector which will be useful in future work.  

Swedwatch was furthermore commissioned by the Direktoratet for Forvaltning og økonomistryring 

(DFØ) in Norway to produce three different risk assessments covering construction material, vehicles 

and conflict minerals. Along with previous risk assessments that Swedwatch has produced for DFØ, 
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the new assessments were viewed online over 2,000 times in 2020, indicating a widespread use. 

According to feedback from users, the reports have been utilised and much appreciated.   

One procurement officer in Oslo Municipality notified Swedwatch that she uses the risk-assessment 

reports daily in her work to assess risks for different types of goods in order to decide which products 

to prioritise and follow up on. Swedwatch’s reports are also used during the municipality’s internal 

trainings on ethical trade and social criteria, and during presentations to suppliers. According to the 

procurement officer, the reports are useful and provide a good source of information on risks to 

public buyers. She added that there is a continuous need for new risk-assessments to cover new 

products and to keep existing ones up to date. 

 

Going forward 

Swedwatch will develop the multi-year plan on public procurement during 2021 that identifies 

effective strategies and relevant work areas within the public purchasing landscape, including 

research, advocacy and capacity building. Identifying future strategies for external commissions will 

be part of this process.  

 

One activity already planned entails a series of webinars targeting public procurers and decision-

makers directly, highlighting human rights impacts in supply chains of public authorities, with the aim 

of increasing awareness.   

 

Contributions to the Agenda 2030  

By promoting and contribution to the implementation and monitoring of social 

criteria in public contracts Swedwatch’s work within public procurement supports 

several SDGs. Most prominently, our work contributes directly to SDG 12, Responsible 

Consumption and Production, in particular, Target 12.7 Promote public procurement 

practices that are sustainable, in accordance with national policies and priorities. In addition, if used 

correctly and strategically as a tool for change, public procurement has the unique ability to 

contribute directly to improved working conditions and labour rights, supporting the achievement of 

SDG 8 Decent work and targeting child and forced labour in public sector supply chains. In turn, the 

opportunity of improved labour standards encompasses the potential of affecting other SDGs, such 

as SDG 1 by reducing poverty, SDG 10 by reducing inequalities, and SDG 5 on Gender equality by 

increasing the number of public sector contracts requiring adherence to gender rights. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

70 
 

 

Make ICT Fair  

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) products 

are necessary for the fulfilment of the 2030 Agenda and 

several of its Sustainable Development Goals, for example to 

connect people and communities to the internet and facilitate 

more effective education and innovation. But such technology 

comes at a high human price. ICT devices are commonly 

produced through complex supply chains involving many 

business intermediaries, from mineral extraction to the 

production of components and finished product assembly, 

often characterised by low transparency and traceability.  

The supply chains are also associated with adverse impacts on 

human rights and the environment; mineral extraction has 

been known to affecting local communities surrounding mining areas, including environmental 

degradation, forced evictions and fueling of conflict. Furthermore, throughout the life cycle of these 

products, people are at risk of being exposed to hazardous chemicals, from mining and 

manufacturing to the management of electronic waste. Among those most exposed are the factory 

workers who manufacture the devices and their components.  

Make ICT Fair, a campaign funded by the EU and co-financed by Sida, aims to improve the lives of 

workers and communities in the information- and communication technology supply chains. 

Swedwatch was the project lead and coordinator of a cooperation of 11 organisations across Europe 

working together on the campaign. The project ran between 2017 and closed in January 2021. It 

included research, trainings and awareness-raising activities across the EU with theoverall objectives 

to:  

▪ Raise awareness and understanding of EU citizens and decision-makers about the 

interdependencies between the Global South and Europe 

▪ Increase EU citizens’ knowledge of EU development cooperation 

▪ Mobilize EU citizens and decision makers and ICT purchasers/ procurers working in the EU public 

sector to improve workers’ and communities’ rights and conditions in the ICT industry – by raising 

issues around the interdependencies and ethics of the ICT industry.  

Over the years, Swedwatch has engaged in the campaign in several ways with the main activities 

being the production and dissemination of research findings from investigations of human rights and 

environmental impacts from copper mining in Zambia (2019, more detail below), and health impacts 

on workers being exposed to hazardous chemicals in tech factories in the Philippines (2020, more 

detail below). Swedwatch has also worked to engage targeted stakeholders in numerous ways, 

including through extensive outreach in social media to sensitize EU citizens to issues related to the 

production of ICT. Examples of other activities include seminars to engage public procurers and raise 

their awareness on the opportunities to include social criteria in ICT contract clauses, and the 

promotion of active citizenship among students by producing educational material and carrying out 

workshops and lectures at schools, highlighting impacts in ICT supply chains and corporate 

responsibility. Swedwatch has within the MICT Fair project continuously and successfully worked to 

reach out to EU citizens and raise awareness on impacts in ICT supply chains (one of campaign’s core 
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objectives), mainly through social media, with Facebook posts reaching over 150,000 people in 18 EU 

countries.    

As a direct effect of the Covid 19-pandemic and extensive lockdowns, many project partners 

struggled to carry out core awareness raising activities within the EU, delaying outputs by several 

months. After thorough discussion with partners and adaption to the new situation, Swedwatch 

applied for an extension of the project by three months, to mitigate delays and re-arrange activities. 

The request was granted by the European Commission. Due to efficient adaptation of plans, partners 

continued to deliver outputs and activities during 2020 and the Make ICT Fair project has delivered 

as planned. The process did however demand extensive coordination work by Swedwatch which 

impacted its operational work to some extent, postponing a planned webinar on how public 

procurement can be used as a tool to address impacts in the extraction of minerals present in ICT 

supply chains until January 2021.  

 
Hazardous chemicals exposure in the Philippines  

 

In 2020, Swedwatch continued its work within the Make ICT Fair project with two publications 

investigating labour rights risks in factories manufacturing ICT devices for the global market and the 

measures that major ICT brands are taking to address these risks. Both publications focused on the 

situation for workers in the Philippines, who suffer from harmful health effects from chemicals used 

in the manufacturing process. (The second publication was published in early 20201.) 

Issue description  
When health risks became known already in the 1980’s, the industry started to migrate to countries 

with weak protection for workers – many of them in Southeast Asia where women comprise 

approximately 60 to 90 percent of the workforce in the electronics factories.  

A large portion of these women are of child-bearing age. A study done on the industry in the 

Philippines by the local NGO Institute for Occupational Health and Safety Development showed that 

the most common and pressing hazard faced by female workers was exposure to chemicals. This 

work was found to affect their menstrual cycle, and cause infertility and frequent miscarriages.  

The Philippines is a complex human rights environment where human rights are under constant 

pressure. The situation for HREDs is extremely difficult and trade union members and other 

defenders face intimidation and attacks. According to Frontline Defenders, 43 human rights 

defenders were killed in the Philippines in 2019 alone, and Freedom House reports that impunity 

remains the norm for violent crimes against human rights defenders and journalists.  

The country has several times been identified as one of the worst places to be worker by the 

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC). According to ITUC, the government in the country 

targets labour activists through a practice known as “red-tagging”. By falsely identifying people who 

speak out against the government as associated to armed militia groups, the government purposely 

targets them with harassment and arrests and exposes them to violence and even murder.   

Research and findings 
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Conducting research on potential labour rights violations in this 

environment comes with many challenges. In the project, Swedwatch 

collaborated with the Center for Trade Union and Human Rights (CTUHR), a 

local civil society organisation conducting research and supporting workers' 

rights promotion and protection. Through this dialogue, the scope of 

Swedwatch’s research was identified. The issue of hazardous chemicals in 

the ICT industry was suggested by the staff at CTUHR, as this research 

evidence would be the most valuable to them in their work going forward in 

informing, educating and protecting workers.  

Furthermore, CTUHR was instrumental in all aspects of implementing the 

research – from project design and scoping to conducting and facilitating interviews. In the phase of 

elaborating recommendations to different stakeholders based on the research findings, CTUHR was 

once again actively involved and contributed with its expertise. 

The process was of mutual benefit to both Swedwatch and CTUHR and provided the local partner 

with information about hazardous chemicals in ICT manufacturing as well as increased its awareness 

about corporate responsibility in this context. During the work with the two publications, Swedwatch 

strengthened its internal capacity regarding issues relating to hazardous chemicals; the project 

manager responsible for the research took part in two trainings, one on chemistry and another on 

toxicology. This increase in capacity proved useful during the research and will also be a considerable 

asset in future work as Swedwatch continues to raise awareness among different stakeholders about 

the risks involved with chemical used throughout many supply chains.  

 

Findings from the research conducted by Swedwatch with the assistance of CTUHR were compiled 

and analysed and in the report Toxic Tech. The report found that the mainly female workers are 

exposed to chemicals with well-known hazardous effects. According to interviewees, the work takes 

place in poorly ventilated rooms without appropriate protective equipment and safety instructions. 

The workers described severe effects on their health and the health of their foetuses; effects that to 

a large degree correspond with the known effects of the chemicals used in the processes. For the 

women interviewed in the study, cancer and miscarriages were so common that they had become 

the norm. However, fearing reprisals and unemployment, workers stay in their jobs even when they 

are at risk of contracting tumours, experiencing miscarriages and other serious effects of the 

chemicals they are exposed to. 

In the Philippines, the manufacturing of ICT products takes place in Special Economic Zones (SEZ) 

where working conditions are often poor and the social and legal protections for the mainly female 

workers are insufficient. The laws in place to protect them are not sufficiently implemented and the 

interviewed women stated that they work without appropriate protective equipment and safety 

instructions. According to fellow MICTF partner Electronics Watch, a monitoring organisation 

working with human rights in global electronics industry supply chains. workers claim that unions are 

in effect prohibited in their factories or in their SEZs. 

“If we want to know whether the chemicals are dangerous the manager 
asks us if we want the job or not. They say that we applied for the job and 

should not be complaining.”   

Female factory worker interviewed by Swedwatch  

https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/98_Filipinerna_200616_Uppslag.pdf
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Work and activities 2020 
Swedwatch’s report was launched in June 2020 together with a social media campaign engaging 

project partners in several other EU countries, raising awareness on a human rights issue that is not 

widely known among European consumers. The launch was accompanied by a social media campaign 

that reached more than 151,000 people on Facebook. 

Later in the year, the key findings of Swedwatch’s report, as well as social media material such as 

Facebook posts with quotes from affected workers, were translated into different languages and 

used in a Facebook campaign by other members of MICTF in the week leading up to Black Friday 

2020, as shown in the pictures below. The campaign reached more than 30,000 people in 18 

countries (EU-countries plus the UK). 

 

       

 

In parallel with the research, Swedwatch was invited to take part in the stakeholder consultation for 

the Clean Electronics Production Network (CEPN) Commitment program in February. CEPN is a multi-

stakeholder innovation network whose members include some of the world’s biggest ICT companies. 

One of the main purposes of the commitment program is to phase out some of the most toxic 

chemicals used in the manufacturing of ICT products and components.  

As part of this consultation Swedwatch was asked to present findings from Toxic Tech at one of the 

commitment program sessions, underlining the need for gender sensitive HRDD. The session was 

attended by 48 persons, mainly representatives of CEPN member companies including Apple, HP, 

Intel, Cisco, Dell, as well as the Responsible Business Alliance, an electronics industry coalition 

dedicated to corporate social responsibility, and some CSO representatives.  

Following the presentation, the corporate members of CEPN submitted a list of follow-up questions. 

The questions were of a technical nature, for example regarding certifications and audits of the 

investigated plants. Swedwatch provided detailed answers to those questions that could be 

addressed without jeopardizing the anonymity and safety of the workers that had been interviewed 

in the Philippines. 

Following this initial round of consultations, CEPN invited Swedwatch to participate in its Worker 

Engagement Commitment of the Toward Zero Exposure program. A few of the NGOs that took part in 

the initial consultation were invited and Swedwatch was asked to provide input in the group focusing 

on development of chemical health and safety capacity building elements. 

Following up on findings with global brands  

Following the launch of Toxic Tech Swedwatch followed-up on the findings from the research by 

investigating how five of the world’s biggest ICT brands are addressing the very specific situation in 

the Philippines when sourcing ICT components and devices from the country.  
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The research focused on what measures Apple, Dell, HP, Intel and Samsung take to ensure that 

workers are not exposed to hazardous chemicals in the Philippines. An analysis of the findings 

indicated that while some of the chemicals mentioned in Toxic Tech were in the process of being 

phased out, there are still considerable gaps in the human rights due diligence processes (HRDD) by 

the investigated companies, especially with regards to taking into account the exceedingly severe 

human rights situation in the Philippines and to integrating a gender perspective into HRDD. 

The findings were presented in a briefing paper in January 2021. In connection with the launch 

Swedwatch conducted a social media campaign to increase the awareness of this important human 

rights issue among EU citizens. 

Lessons learned 

The ICT industry is a chemicals-heavy sector. A wide range of chemicals is used throughout the life 

cycle of ICT products; from mining to manufacture and finally e-waste. Many of these chemicals 

present a variety of human health and environmental risks; not least to factory workers who in many 

cases are exposed to extremely hazardous substances. In fact, globally, it is estimated that a factory 

worker dies every 30 seconds from exposure to toxic chemicals at work.  

With this research, Swedwatch has taken important steps in its work to address this extremely 

serious human rights issue. Occupational chemical exposure is a technical issue present in an 

extremely complex and opaque web of interlocking supply chains. To address these human rights 

impacts Swedwatch worked closely with the local partner in the Philippines. The partner was 

involved from the very early stages of project design, to ensure that the results of the research were 

as useful to them as possible and that the perspective of rights holders were at the centre. 

During the course of the research Swedwatch has significantly increased its internal capacity with 

regards to expertise on the human rights implications of workers exposure to hazardous chemicals. 

There are many CSOs working on rights impacts related to hazardous chemicals, but the work leading 

up to Toxic Tech and beyond has shown that when working closely with a local partner the 

Swedwatch methodology and expertise can provide an important perspective on these issues. 

A major lesson is that the issue of chemical exposure cannot be viewed in isolation. The Philippines, 

with its restrictions on unions and frequent killings, is an extreme example of a context where labour 

rights are under heavy attack. The research shows that the issue of workers exposure to hazardous 

chemicals cannot be separated from the general situation for labour rights. Since a majority of the 

workers in the sector are women and many of the most dangerous chemicals affect women 

especially hard it is also clear from the research that a gender perspective must be central to any 

initiative intended to tackle these issues. 

Going forward  

 

Although MICTF ended in January 2021, Swedwatch’s work regarding workers' exposure to 

hazardous chemicals is set to continue. Swedwatch is currently in advanced dialogue with two local 

NGOs in the Philippines on ways to use the findings from the research for capacity building among 

electronics workers. The planned activities are set to continue for most of 2021. 

As the scope of the report as well as project design was decided together with the local partner 

according to its need for research on workers’ exposure to hazardous chemicals in ICT 

manufacturing, the outputs of the research will provide an important tool in the work that CTUHR is 

doing. According to CTUHR, the research findings can be used for capacity building and 

empowerment of both local partners and rights holders. 
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Community impacts from copper mining  

 

ICT products generally contain a large quantity of different minerals. 

Although a vital component in all ICT products, copper has not been 

highlighted to any mentionable degree in the general discourse 

regarding impacts from mining of ICT minerals.  

With the aim to address this gap Swedwatch published the report 

Copper with a cost – Human rights and environmental risks in the ICT 

mineral supply chains in 2019 within the Make ICT Fair project, 

presenting findings from research on community impacts associated 

with copper mining in Zambia, including water-contamination and 

resettlement of communities following the establishment of a new 

copper mine. The report was launched together with a 10-minute 

documentary produced by Swedwatch with the aim to raise 

awareness and enable active citizenship and push business actors to 

improve human rights due diligence in mineral supply chains. These ambitions both support 

Swedwatch’s long-term objectives as well as specific objectives in the Make ICT Fair campaign. 

Research conducted both by Swedwatch and other Make ICT Fair project partners has highlighted 

the low transparency and traceability of mineral supply chains as a key area in which the ICT sector 

needs to improve its practices in order to mitigate human rights and environmental impacts.  

Issue description  
Smartphones are the dominant consumer electronics product on the global market and contains 

approximately 75 different elements including many metals. Extraction of minerals is associated with 

risks of impacts on the environment and human rights. While companies within the ICT sector have 

taken steps to address risks associated with so-called conflict minerals; tin, tantalum, tungsten and 

gold, and to an emerging degree cobalt, the address of salient human rights risks connected to the 

extraction of other minerals present in global ICT supply chains, such as copper, has fallen short. As 

Zambia is one of the largest producers of copper in the world and holds the largest copper reserve in 

Africa, it is highly likely that Zambian copper is prevalent in global ICT supply chains.  

Due in part to weak public institutions and government oversight, low enforcement of laws, high 

poverty rates and widespread corruption, Zambia should be considered a high-risk context for 

mineral extraction regarding human rights and the environment. As foreign direct investments in 

land-use projects such as mining have increased, so has the displacement of communities dependent 

on land for their livelihood – often without adequate consultation and compensation. Mining in the 

country has also been associated with environmental pollution of water, soil and air. 

Research and findings 
As part of the research process, Swedwatch visited two large-scale copper-mining areas in Zambia 

together with civil society representatives and a local researcher who also carried out initial research. 

Visits were made to the Kalumbila district in Zambia’s North-Western Province, where the newly 

established Sentinel mine is located, and Chingola, which hosts the Nchanga mine in the Copperbelt 

Province and is owned by Konkola Copper Mines (KCM), which is majority owned by the 

British/Indian multinational Vedanta Resources. Interviews were conducted with affected rights 

https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/94_Zambia_uppslag.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/94_Zambia_uppslag.pdf
https://swedwatch.org/publikation/copper-cost-film-om-kopparutvinning-zambia/
https://swedwatch.org/publikation/copper-cost-film-om-kopparutvinning-zambia/
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holders and stakeholders including representatives of local and national civil society organisations 

and government representatives.  

Swedwatch’s research found that in the district of Chingola, KCM mining operations had polluted 

waterways used by local communities for drinking, fishing, cooking and irrigating crops in Shimulala 

village as well as several other villages Findings also suggested that farmers from a nearby 

community had lost their livelihoods when KCM deposited mine waste on their farmland, polluting 

soil and water which impacted crop yields. As an effort to corroborate the claims, Swedwatch took 

water samples from the affected stream and a borehole, which was analysed by Source International, 

an NGO commissioned by Swedwatch. Results from the stream indicated increased levels of lead and 

other heavy metals, however, the samples were unfortunately not entirely reliable due to their 

quality. The indicative results were however shared with a local NGO.     

“Since 2012, we have really been suffering. We cannot pay for school or for our kids. Our 

children are just home. We do not have enough money. We have no land where we can 

grow. We cannot pay for accommodation, electricity and water bills. We are stranded. I used 

to have good grades in school, but I cannot afford to study.”  

Young man from Chingola, interviewed by Swedwatch 

Due to loss of livelihoods, community members experienced impacts on food security and were 

unable to send children to school when income levels decreased. Findings indicate that KCM’s mining 

operations had also caused impacts on the right to water, which in turn impacted on the enjoyment 

of other human rights. Villagers in Shimulala and three other affected villages sued Vedanta 

Resources and KCM in a UK court in 2015 for ongoing pollution, claiming it was affecting health and 

livelihoods.  

In Swedwatch’s second case study in the Kalumbila district, research found that the establishment of 

the Sentinel copper mine –owned by a subsidiary to First Quantum Minerals Limited (FQM) – led to 

the resettlement of community members. Swedwatch’s findings indicated that although FQM had 

provided compensation and community programmes, the company had not sufficiently managed to 

restore community members’ livelihoods. There were also indications that social networks and 

norms were impacted negatively, and that in-migration led to over-enrolment in schools.  

In addition to the field-study, Swedwatch carried out interviews with ICT-company Intel, the sector 

initiative Responsible Mineral Initiative (RMI), and Impact, an expert organisation on natural resource 

management and human rights. Based on interviews and desk-research, Swedwatch found strong 

indications that the ICT sector has in general focused its efforts on responsible sourcing of selected 

minerals, mainly conflict minerals (tungsten, tantalum, tin and gold), and to some degree cobalt, 

lithium and mica. Findings underlined the need for the ICT sector to increase its actions in addressing 

risks associated with copper extraction, and for ICT companies to establish effective human rights 

due diligence processes that include high-risk minerals such as copper. They should also engage with 

rights holders in mining communities to prevent and mitigate risks and impacts. 

Work and activities in 2020   
The report and film were widely disseminated throughout the EU in 2019, mainly through social 

media channels of the project’s partner organisations, including People & Planet, the UK’s largest 

student network campaigning on human rights and the environment; Belgium-based Catapa, German 

network ICLEI and the University of Edinburgh. Swedwatch also presented findings from the research 

in a panel at the Mobile Social Congress in Barcelona. Building on this work, activities with the aim of 

raising awareness among stakeholders on mining impacts present in ICT supply chains continued in 



 

77 
 

2020 and included a presentation of Swedwatch’s research findings at a webinar hosted by Catapa, 

one of the co-app applicants in Make ICT Fair. The webinar targeted mainly academic researchers 

and mining industry representatives.    

In 2020, Swedwatch also launched educational material on risks and impacts in ICT supply chains, 

targeting young consumers. The material was partly based on the report and was disseminated to 

schools in Sweden. Using the Sustainable Development Goals and sustainable consumption as the 

point of departure, the educational material contains eight exercises that explores impacts 

associated with mineral extraction concerning water and hazardous working conditions, as well as 

health effects from chemical use in manufacturing of ICT. So far, the material has been ordered by 

more than 180 teachers through an online distribution website, indicating that it will reach 

approximately 5000 students in secondary schools. Feedback will be provided during the spring 2021.  

In 2020, Swedwatch also successfully engaged with Swedish Center party MEP Abir Al-Sahlani who, 
together with three other MEPs from Germany and Belgium, asked the European Commission (EC) 
questions with reference to the report, inquiring about the Commission’s awareness and ambitions 
to address human rights impacts in mineral supply chains of ICT. The Commission responded in 
September that it was aware of the report and referred to its legislative action to address conflict 
minerals. It also mentioned the potential upcoming legislation on human rights due diligence. Not 
content with the reply, the MEPs submitted new questions to the EC, asking for more detail of the 
EC’s strategies regarding legislative actions, including how the Commission would ensure that 
requirements would create real impact on human rights in global supply chains and avoid a checklist 
approach that passes on the responsibility to the weakest actors in the chain, such as workers and 
artisanal miners in the case of ICT and electronics. The reply from the EC is still pending. The 
engagement with the MEPs spurred additional cooperation as Swedwatch was asked to provide input 
to an opinion drafted by the liberal group in the EU Parliament, addressing a report developed by 
European Parliament Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs, LIBE) on a resolution 
about Human Rights and Environmental Defenders, which Swedwatch submitted in October.  
 
        
Company response 
Mining company FQM, who indirectly owns the Kalumbia copper mine, responded to Swedwatch’s 

report findings in a written statement and showed interest in continued dialogue. In January 2020, 

FQM communicated to Swedwatch that new deeper boreholes and additional water sources had 

been set up, providing more and cleaner water in the resettlement areas and that other community 

investments continued, such through the establishment of a health clinic. Local sources from 

Zambian civil society confirmed to Swedwatch that improved and enhanced water infrastructure had 

indeed been installed, but that change has been slow in other areas, including in regard to job 

creation and dialogue as consultation with community members had stalled.  

Based on information from a Zambian NGO working closely with the affected communities, there has 

been much work by FQM to ensure community beneficiation but there is still a high need to continue 

to address business and human rights dynamics which would play a key role in poverty reduction and 

social inclusion. The representative from the Zambian NGO also mentioned that there has been an 

increase in transparency with information from the mining company, thanks to the work of local 

NGOs to empower and increase capacity among local community representatives on social 

accountability. The NGO also highlighted that the Copper with a Cost report was very helpful and 

broadened the organisation’s information base on the matter.  

In Chingola, the situation has become more volatile as the Zambian government has threatened to 

put the mining company KCM under liquidation for not fulfilling its license obligations, such as failing 
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to pay suppliers and not complying with environmental standards. If KCM were to be liquidated, 

there is a risk that claims for compensation by communities who have been adversely affected by the 

mining operations will not be provided. By the end of 2020, the liquidation had still not taken place 

and impacted communities continued to look for opportunities to meet with the liquidator in order 

to put forward their claims. Swedwatch has sought to support affected communities to come into 

contact with the liquidator by reaching out to its network in Zambia but there has been no progress.  

In relation to Shimulala, the second village covered in Swedwatch’s research, the court case filed 

against the company Vedanta Resources for severe pollution of the village and other villages was 

settled outside court, and financial remedy to community members is expected. Swedwatch will 

closely monitor developments. Based on information from one local HRED, KCM has developed an 

environmental restoration plan and communities are still waiting to be engaged.  

Lessons learned  

Land-based investment and the extractive sector bring about utterly complex dynamics and tend to 
create both positive and negative impacts. Power structures and social structures tend to be heavily 
impacted as new projects are established, benefitting certain groups such as young men with higher 
education migrating from other areas, while it can disfavour others, such as the local youth with 
lower socio-economic status and education level. It can also disfavour other vulnerable groups such 
as women and elderly. The research in Kalumbila is an example of the shifting social dynamics brough 
about by a large-scale project and shows that if proper community investments and active 
community engagement is insufficient, there is risk for social conflict and division between 
community members, in addition to loss of livelihood. It also illustrates communities’ dependency on 
a company for service delivery in a context where the state has failed to provide basic social services. 
It is important to continue scrutinise mining companies’ and state actors’ community investments to 
mitigate negative impacts, and to support local civil society actors in building capacity among 
community members to hold private and public investors accountable. From a supply chain 
perspective, it is important to raise social disruption as a risk to be incorporated in human rights due 
diligence efforts among ICT brands and other companies further up the supply chain.   

As a vulnerable group, children and youth are often disproportionally negatively impacted by land-

based investments such as mining projects, which became evident during the research, especially in 

Chingola, where lost income due to pollution of soil and water have led to impacts on their right to 

education. This impact implies potential severe long-term damage and the risk of perpetual poverty 

among future generations, not the least young women, who are already disadvantaged on the labour 

market and in society. In addition, the research indicated an increase in teen pregnancies and early 

marriages as a result of lost education opportunities. This points to the importance for Swedwatch of 

keeping women and children at the center of future research on extractives as well as highlighting 

the trickle-down and side-effects of pollution and extractive operations.     

Going forward  
In addition to pursuing its ongoing dialogue with local stakeholders and continuing monitoring the 

developments, Swedwatch will resume its plans of conducting a training for local stakeholders in 

Zambia. Following the publication of the Zambia report, Swedwatch initiated talks with Diakonia and 

the Extractives Industry Transparency Alliance (EITA) in Zambia to identify opportunities to carry out 

a training on business and human rights, mining and the UNGPs as both parties have expressed that 

there is a significant demand and need for such a training. It was initially decided to carry out the 

training in May 2020, but due to the pandemic the plans have been postponed until it is once again 

safe to conduct such events. Taken the above-mentioned lessons learned into account, Swedwatch 

will ensure that a gender perspective permeates the training curriculum.   
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Swedwatch furthermore aims to continue its dialogue with the Swedish MEP and explore future 

potential collaboration in order to influence relevant policy processes and highlight human rights 

concerns surrounding ICT production and mineral extraction. In addition, Swedwatch will continue to 

utilise the research findings in lectures and other outreach activities as relevant. 

 
Contributions to the 2030 Agenda 
By raising issues around the interdependencies and ethics of ICT industry, Make ICT 

Fair project aimed to increase EU citizens’ knowledge of EU development cooperation 

within the context of the SDGs and to raise awareness and understanding among EU 

citizens and decision makers about the interdependencies between the Global South 

and Europe. It further aimed to mobilise EU citizens, decision makers and ICT procurers in the EU 

public sector to improve workers’ and communities’ work conditions and strengthen their rights 

within the ICT industry. Work, research and activities have thus been implemented to support of SDG 

1 by reducing poverty, through working towards a better share of profits for workers and 

communities in an industry infamous for low wages and for contributing to destabilising conflicts. It 

has also supported SDG 3 as it aims to reduce the number of deaths and illnesses from hazardous 

chemicals, andSDG 5 on Gender equality by increasing the number of public sector contracts 

requiring adherence to gender rights. By highlighting water impacts in mineral supply chains, it also 

supported SDG 6, which addresses improved water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating 

dumping, and minimising the release of hazardous chemicals and materials. It will also increase 

monitoring and enforcement of such standards further down the supply chain. The project also 

supports the achievement of SDG 8 by promoting Decent work and targeting child and forced labour 

in public sector supply chains and Multilateral Development Bank (MDB) investments, as well as 

protection of labour rights and promoting safe and secure working environments for all 

workers(target 8.8) and SDG 9, by promoting inclusive and sustainable industrialisation in one of the 

world’s largest industries. It furthermore aimed to contribute to SDG 10 on Reduced inequalities by 

using public and MDB leverage to require equal opportunity and reduce discriminatory policies and 

practices in the electronics supply chains, and to SDG 12 by promoting public procurement and 

corporate policies that are sustainable, particularly in the mining stage of the electronics supply chain 

– hence in particular target 12.7 Promote public procurement practices that are sustainable, in 

accordance with national policies and priorities, and target 12.4 Achieve the environmentally sound 

management of chemicals and all wastes throughout their life cycle, in accordance with agreed 

international frameworks, and significantly reduce their release to air, water and soil in order to 

minimise their adverse impacts on human health and the environment. Through its wide distribution 

and contributions to increased awareness the campaign has also contributed to target 12.8 By 2030, 

ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and awareness for sustainable 

development and lifestyles in harmony with nature.  

Reaching out to consumers as driver of change 

 

Consumers have significant potential to influence business behaviour and to change consumption 

patterns in a sustainable direction. Over recent years, Swedwatch has increased engagement in 

regard to consumers, including young consumers, for example through innovative youth-friendly 

educational material and the promotion of active citizenship through the Make ICT Fair campaign. In 

2020, Swedwatch initiated work to upgrade the Swedwatch web page, with the aim to increase the 

organisation’s ability to convey complex BHRE issues and present Swedwatch projects, in a more 
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tangible and easily accessible way and to a broader audience.  

 

In 2018, Swedwatch produced a magazine and educational material 

for young consumers, aged 15-19 years, in order to raise and 

increase their awareness on human risks and impacts associated 

with the consumption of different goods and services. Increased 

awareness in this regard is also critical to the fulfilment of the SDGs, 

in particular SDG 12 on ensuring sustainable consumption and 

production patterns and Target 12.8; By 2030, ensure that people 

everywhere have the relevant information and awareness for 

sustainable development and lifestyles in harmony with nature. 

The project was funded by the Swedish Consumer Agency as part of 

the implementation of the Swedish Government’s strategy for 

sustainable consumption.  

The material, which consists of a magazine entitled Vad kostar din tröja? (also translated into English 

and named How much for your hoodie?) and a teacher’s guide, targets young consumers and 

includes cases on how the textiles, electronics, food and travel industries may impact negatively on 

human rights and the environment. In a pedagogic but youth-tailored manner, it presents risks and 

impacts along the supply chains of different types of goods and services and explains the 

responsibility of companies in this regard. Also, it provides examples on how young consumers can 

use their consumer power to contribute to positive change.  

The material was estimated to reach over 3,000 people in 2018 and 2019. However, the demand 

showed to be far higher. During spring 2019, over 25,000 copies of the publication had been ordered 

by teachers at schools all around Sweden, potentially reaching far more students. A further 2,000 

copies were shared with Swedwatch’s member organisation the Swedish Society for Nature 

Conservation at the organisation’s request, to be distributed at schools and fairs throughout 2019. 

The material has also been distributed during lectures and workshops for students and teachers 

arranged by Swedwatch. The publication, accompanied by 12 workshop excersises, has also been 

downloaded from Swedwatch's and the SSNC’s websites. An evaluation made by Swedwatch and the 

main distributor, Utbudet, showed that the material has worked “well” or “really well”, that 

students’ knowledge of corporate responsibility for human rights had increased, and that it has had a 

positive impact on the students' consumer patterns. As more actors have shown interest in the 

magazine, Swedwatch had the educational material translated into English during spring 2019, 

increasing the potential to reach wider audiences abroad. 

In 2020, Swedwatch received funding from Konsumentverket to upgrade Swedwatch’s web page, 

with the aim to increase the organisation’s reach to all targeted stakeholders, but with particular 

focus on consumers and the general public. Through this work, Swedwatch is able to attract, 

awareness-raise and influence a larger audience, including consumers, on issues highlighted in 

Swedwatch’s research that was earlier “hidden” in the more inaccessible pdf publication formats or 

formulated in a way that was not accessible to all stakeholders. The upgrade will also contribute to 

Swedwactch’s efforts to provide its external audience with a rights holders perspective, as it will 

often entail interviews, photos and quotes of rights holders or CSOs representing their interests. 

While the web programming was conducted in 2020, the upgrade was completed and launched in 

http://www.swedwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Vad-kostar-din-tr%C3%B6ja-1.pdf
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early 2021. Going forward, Swedwatch will apply the new format to a majority of the ongoing 

projects.  

 

4. Lessons learnt and going forward 
 
Swedwatch continuously harvests lessons learned based on an analysis of the operating 
environment, dialogue with key stakeholders and internal reviews including from M&E workshops. In 
2020, Swedwatch also took stock of findings and recommendations in the external evaluations of 
Swedwatch’s 2015-2019 programme and the ROM Review of the Make ICT Fair campaign. Central to 
all efforts to harvest – and implement – lessons learnt are contributions to the achievement of the 
SDGs in the context of Swedwatch’s three long-term objectives; Responsible and equitable 
management and use of natural resources, Sustainable and fair global supply chains, and 
Empowered rights holders and expanded civic space.  
 
Adapting to the Covid-19 pandemic 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has forced the world to adapt to a new landscape and the same is true for 
Swedwatch. Travel and in-person interaction have been replaced by virtual meetings and 
participation in events, trainings and dialogue forums otherwise held in the Global South did not take 
place to the same extent as originally envisioned. Digital solutions and new ways to ensure that 
findings were shared were however adopted, which allowed Swedwatch to deliver on its goals with 
minimum delay. For example, Swedwatch staff became skillful in conducting seminars and trainings 
online and will continue to use this format for as long as the pandemic requires. To facilitate 
interactivity with participants during presentations and trainings, a one-year subscription to the 
online tool Mentimeter was purchased.  
 
In relation to research outputs, Swedwatch managed to draw attention to urgent issues through 
engagement with local project partners in the Global South. Swedwatch managed to gather 
testimonies from affected communities and workers, as seen for example in Still overlooked from 
Myanmar and Toxic Tech from the Philippines and proceed with publications as planned. Most of the 
subsequent advocacy activities could be also realised. Swedwatch further adapted to the situation by 
producing theoretically focused outputs, such as the briefing on investor’s role in supporting 
defenders.  
 
As Swedwatch implements its new organisational structure in the first quarter of 2021, considerable 
effort will go into updating existing project plans and finalizing plans for new projects. It will 
throughout this exercise be important to build in a high degree of flexibility to ensure that 
Swedwatch and its project partners will be able to efficiently work for improved conditions for rights 
holders, in spite of potential drastic changes in the operating environment. As Swedwatch intensifies 
the planning in close dialogue with member organisations and local project partners, the integration 
of flexibility measures must be kept top of mind. 
 
Adapting to organisational change  
 
Swedwatch has changed considerably over recent years. This change has led to increased recognition 
and demand internationally and changed approaches. However, Swedwatch’s transfer from a 
publications-based organisation, providing research on request by member organsiations, to one 
which works more strategically and independently while still with its member organisations, is a 
transformation that takes some time to adapt to both internally and by external stakeholders. Going 
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forward Swedwatch will work to actively communicate to all stakeholders the breadth of its work, as 
part of solidifying and ensuring that Swedwatch’s identity is well understood. Efforts to broaden the 
picture of the organisation from that of a watchdog to an organisation working holistically to change 
norms and systems, will also benefit Swedwatch’s future dialogue with external stakeholders.  
 
As part of Swedwatchs ambitions to review how the organisation is conveyed by relevant 
stakeholders and the external audience, Swedwatch will also going forward increase the 
communicating of activities and results. While this is already done to some extent today, Swedwatch 
has in the past focused its external communications work more on its investigations and findings in 
reports, and less on other activities such as advocacy work or capacity building and exchange.  
 
Reviewing and updating organisational structures and mechanisms to reflect the change that the 
organisation had gone through were prioritised for 2020. This was identified as important as the 
organisational structure had remained largely unchanged since 2003, when both structure and 
processes were designed to support a publications-based outfit. Maintaining the same structure was 
identified both as a risk for the strategic and sustainable development of the organisation, as well as 
for work environment. A structure was agreed for 2021 and will further enable Swedwatch to align 
with changes over recent years.  
 
 
Extended focus on human rights and environmental defenders 
 
In alignment with Swedwatch’s objective to empower rights holders and expand civic space, 
Swedwatch has during the year paid special attention to the role and situation for HREDs. Working 
with, and pushing for positive change for, HREDs emerged as a priority area for Swedwatch as the 
situation for defenders has deteriorated across the globe, a development that has been compounded 
by the Covid-19 pandemic. Many governments have used mitigation measures adopted to contain 
the spread of the virus to further strengthen their grip on civil society. As highlighted by Swedwatch 
in its briefing paper on business and Covid-19, arrests of government critics, opposition members, 
and citizens expressing opinions online have been reported in many countries, including Cambodia 
and Thailand. 
 
Swedwatch has over the year continued to adjust and fine tune its internal routines and structures to 
better reflect this new reality and the evolving challenges faced by HREDs, including restrictions that 
affect their ability to work. Swedwatch has for example worked to strengthen the capacity of local 
partners during the pandemic and beyond. In order to stay relevant in relation to how rights holders, 
defenders and other stakeholders are affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, Swedwatch will also 
review how to further strengthen the application of Sida’s multidimensional poverty analysis across 
projects and operations. 
 
Environmental scoping  
 
Swedwatch has in the last years increased its ambitions to mainstream climate and environmental 

issues as they relate to business across projects. In early 2020, Swedwatch conducted a review of 

how the organisation has worked in the past in relation to climate and environment related issues. 

The analysis also identified how Swedwatch can move forward to improve the ways in which 

environment and climate issues are integrated into its operations. In the internal review, one 

suggested key measure was to increase efforts in relation to HREDs, another to develop environment 

and climate change “checklists” for projects; a third to develop an analysis of issues that highlights 

businesses and their impacts on environment, climate, and human rights. With this analysis, 

Swedwatch could more strategically focus on issues in sectors that pose high environmental and 
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human rights risks such as climate change and human rights; biodiversity and human rights; 

ecological resilience and human rights and environmental security and human rights.  

 

Going forward, Swedwatch will continue to integrate an environment and climate perspective in 

tools and templates to ensure they are captured early, and that they are linked to a gender-, conflict- 

and poverty analysis. Research questions and existing tools for field research will also be 

complemented to ensure that environmental aspects are properly captured. Furthermore, links 

between environmental and climate impacts and impacts on gender, conflict and poverty will be 

increasingly communicated in our dialogue with businesses and other stakeholders and in our 

capacity development and exchange projects with local partners. 

As already mentioned, Swedwatch is also in the process of planning research and advocacy activities 

on the role of financial sector in mitigating climate change. In November 2021 the United Kingdom is 

due to host COP26. Swedwatch has applied for observer status and plans to time its activities with 

the event in order to advocate for increased action by institutional investors and policymakers.  

Conflict and security  
 
Swedwatch will maintain its lens on conflict in relation to business operations. During 2020, 
Swedwatch has despite the pandemic been able to uphold dialogue with critical CSOs in its work on 
the role of business in conflict-affected contexts. Examples include the close collaboration with 
Green Advocates International around the CBM pilot in Liberia that focuses on natural rubber; a 
commodity that was historically linked to the civil war and continues to play a symbolic role in the 
peacebuilding process.  
 
Another example is Myanmar, where Swedwatch’s research was timed with unprecedentedly strong 
statements from the UN regarding the relationship between business and national armed forces.  
 
When Swedwatch engages in areas where there is social tension or active conflict it is important that 
conflict sensitive approaches are continuously reviewed and strengthened, with the awareness that 
our actions may exacerbate and prolong conflicts, but also that they carry the potential to deescalate 
conflict and reduce tensions. This will be included in updated guides and tools and starts with context 
and conflict analysis, the process of considering the different sources of tension and actors driving 
the conflict, as well as how different groups are affected by conflict dynamics.  
 
Going forward, priorities for the area will be outlined in early 2021 in a long-term plan with focus on 

business and environmental peacebuilding, thus working directly and simultaneously towards 

Swedwatch goals of responsible and equitable management and use of natural resources, and 

empowered rights holders and expanded civic space, while addressing the cross-cutting issues 

environment and climate, conflict and gender. The focus on environmental peacebuilding was 

identified the most organic way to build on synergies between existing programmes.  

Applying a gender lens  
 
Swedwatch has continued to strengthen its gender analysis throughout operations, including through 
projects that highlight business impacts on women and girls, facilitation of women´s participation in 
dialogue and engagement forums, and capacity development and exchange initiatives. The aim is 
that all projects incorporate a gender analysis on business impacts specifically on women and girls. In 
June 2020, Sida contracted IPE Triple Line to assist Swedwatch in deepening the integration of a 
gender perspective in the organisation’s work. The gender mainstreaming work will be followed up 
during 2021 and integrated into the project tools and templates currently being developed.  
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Going forward, Swedwatch also plans to conduct capacity development events designed to meet the 
specific needs of women human rights and environmental defenders, and enable the participation of 
women’s rights organisations at relevant forums (for example OECD Watch). Swedwatch will also 
increase its efforts to ensure that both women and men are active participants in capacity and 
exchange events, and that such events specifically address business impacts and responsibilities as 
they relate to women and girls.  
 
Swedwatch has throughout the year co-signed calls for action and provided input to policy processes, 
for examples regarding human rights due diligence legislation at EU level and new EU legislation on 
pharmaceutical supply chain transparency. In all submissions - and in all recommendations issued to 
companies throughout the year - Swedwatch has consistently stressed the need to conduct human 
rights due diligence processes and human rights impacts assessments must with a gender sensitive 
approach, and that new legislation must include this as a requirement.  
 
PMEL  
 
Swedwatch works continuously to ensure that captured lessons learned lead to a strengthened 
organisation. Swedwatch has undertaken a significant journey throughout the last few years to 
develop its strategic direction and ensure results-based management throughout its operations. The 
work to integrate cross-cutting perspectives and update PMEL processes have continued throughout 
the year and will continue to be part of Swedwatch’s work under the new organisational structure 
that comes into force in the first quarter of 2021.  

During 2019 and 2020 Swedwatch received support from external expertise in identifying ways 
forward in developing its PMEL processes. This has become particularly relevant as a new core 
funding agreement was reached with Sida in July 2020 and after external expertise on how to 
integrate cross-cutting perspectives into Swedwatch’s methodology and tools. An updated project 
plan template which will include updated M&E guidance is currently being developed to consolidate 
the changes that have been implemented throughout particularly in 2019 and 2020.  
 
Based on its PMEL work, an analysis of projects and the operating environment, and input from 
stakeholders, Swedwatch will going forward pay special attention to businesses active in emerging 
and high-risk markets as well as on issues regarding HREDs, the roles and responsibilities of economic 
actors in environmental peacebuilding, public procurement, industrial pollution, depletion of natural 
resources, labour rights with specific focus on migrant workers and the right to healthy work 
environment, downstream responsibilities, and the responsibility of financial actors, including in 
climate action. All of these are areas where the challenges within the field of business, human rights 
and environment are extensive, and where Swedwatch’s method and strategies can contribute to 
sustainable change.  
 
Systems perspective 
By increasingly working with comparative cases, Swedwatch has realised the organisation’s aim to 
make its research findings relevant for entire sectors, increasing the potential for reach and impact in 
Sweden and internationally. Examples of comparative studies includes new research and planning of 
activities that complement Swedwatch’s previous studies on companies downstream  responsibilities 
(also referred to as provider-customer relations) and business-related community risks stemming 
from large agribusiness projects.  
 
Swedwatch’s long-term and increased focus on specific targeted stakeholders yields results. For 
example, Swedwatch’s work with public procurement processes in Sweden and abroad has 
culminated in concrete results for rights holders and highlighted the potential for creating fairer 
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labour conditions for workers worldwide. In 2020, Swedwatch continued to reach out to public 
procurers in Sweden and abroad, not least as part of the Make ICT Fair campaign where public 
procurers are one of the key targeted stakeholders. Swedwatch has also, due to demand, increased 
the provision of expertise on public procurement outside of Sweden.  
 
Another lesson learned related to the issue of sustainability is that results related to Swedwatch’s 
projects achieved at policy level have the potential to affect long-term change. Swedwatch is 
increasingly working to influence relevant policy processes, both through existing collaborations and 
partnerships, and through its own submissions of recommendations to several policy consultations. 
As Swedwatch launches its new organisational structure in 2021, a thorough mapping of which policy 
processes to prioritise going forward will be initiated.  
 
 
International focus, partnerships and networks  
Swedwatch has made strong efforts to raise its international focus and profile. This has resulted in a 
wider reach of its research findings and recommendations and in new dialogue opportunities. In 
2020, Swedwatch joined the Defend the Defenders Coalition, bringing together human-, 
environmental-, and land rights organisations and defenders working to scale up protection for 
defenders, and the campaign Defenders in Development initiated by the Coalition for Human Rights 
in Development working to ensure community-led development with a specific focus on the role of 
development finance institutions. During the year Swedwatch also became part of the CSO network 
ECCP (Environment, Climate, Conflict and Peace). Going forward, Swedwatch will continue its review 
of its partnerships and networks in order to ensure that these are aligned with its strategy and to 
ensure that Swedwatch contributes effectively to multi-stakeholder initiatives.  
 
Swedwatch’s local project partners differ in terms of resources, capacity, and geographical reach. 
Many are strong at conducting national advocacy but have less experience in engaging with actors on 
the international arena. Swedwatch has during the year continued to bridge this gap, facilitating 
contact between affected communities with the international community and foreign companies. 
Based on the unequivocal positive feedback from all parties involved, Swedwatch will continue to act 
as a facilitator, and custom-make our support to local project partners’ needs for more efficient 
reach.  
 

 

 


