
LABOUR RIGHTS DUE 
DILIGENCE IN AGRICULTURAL 
SUPPLY CHAINS
Investor expectation 
Investors expect companies to have in place due diligence processes  
to identify high-risk commodities and geographies from a labour rights 
perspective, as well as potential adverse impacts on labour rights in their 
supply chains. Companies should also demonstrate how elevated labour 
rights risks in their supply chain are being mitigated and how adverse 
impacts are being prevented. 

Why labour rights due diligence? 
The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs)  
were endorsed by the Human Rights Council in 2011. The principles  
are the first global standards for preventing and addressing the risk of 
adverse impacts on human rights linked to business activity and are 
internationally recognised and highly regarded. According to the  
UNGPs, companies have the responsibility to respect human rights.  
The responsibility includes a company’s business partners, such  
as its suppliers (OHCHR, 2019). The UNGPs state that:

‘In order to meet their responsibility to respect human rights, business 
enterprises should have in place policies and processes appropriate 
to their size and circumstances, including: 
(a) A policy commitment to meet their responsibility to respect  

human rights;
(b) A human rights due diligence process to identify, prevent, mitigate 

and account for how they address their impacts on human rights; 
(c) Processes to enable the remediation of any adverse human rights 

impacts they cause or to which they contribute’

While companies should have more general human rights due diligence 
processes in place, labour rights are likely to stand out as elevated and 
widespread risks in supply chains. A labour rights due diligence process 
is therefore recommended and should draw from the framework 
presented in the UNGPs, i.e. include a policy commitment, labour rights 
risk mapping to identify and prevent adverse human rights impacts,  
and a plan to mitigate and remediate such risks and impacts. From a 
material point of view, a healthy workforce in a company’s supply chains, 
free from labour rights violations such as child labour and forced labour, 
is also likely to attract the workers needed and help secure a long-term 
supply. Labour rights due diligence also reduces the reputational risks  
of companies becoming associated with child labour, forced labour etc.

Girls working in a brick factory, Nepal. (creative commons license)

Women farmers at work in their vegetable plots, Himachal Pradesh, 
India. By Neil Palmer (CIAT). (creative commons license)

https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/business/pages/businessindex.aspx


Policy 
A supplier code or an equivalent commitment should explicitly 
state the company’s requirements towards its suppliers to 
respect human rights, including specific labour rights issues 
such as child labour and forced labour being regarded as a 
non-acceptable practice. Commitments should be aligned  
with international norms, in particular the eight fundamental  
ILO conventions. As a good practice example, the company 
might consider aligning its policy commitment with the  
Ethical Trading Initiative’s Base Code or similar.

Risk Mapping
Using a risk-based approach enables a contextual 
understanding and subsequent prioritisation of risk  
factors relevant to the company. There are a number  
of key steps to incorporate in this:

a) Initially, in order to map labour rights risks in your supply 
chain, companies need to know what the supply chain 
looks like. The first step is therefore to trace your product 
origins (i.e. beyond tier 1) at least to sourcing regions  
within producing countries.

b) Based on identified sourcing regions, companies should 
then map those against databases and resources including 
data on where labour rights risks and adverse impacts are 
the greatest. You may want to consider the following tools: 
US Department of Labor’s - list of goods produce by child 
and forced labor, Verité - Commodity Atlas, Anti-slavery’s 
child labour and forced labour map, International Trade 
Union Confederation - Global Rights Index, Freedom 
House, Maplecroft and Amfori - BSCI.

c) Main risks and potential adverse impacts identified  
should be reported to relevant stakeholders and  
prioritised for mitigation and remediation. Please see  
the following examples of how this is done by companies: 
Nestlé, Marks&Spencer, Coca-Cola.   

Mitigation Approaches
The mitigation approach should take its point of departure  
from the main risks and potential adverse impacts identified 
throughout the risk mapping exercise. Mitigation and 
remediation plans should subsequently be developed.  
Plans might involve:

• Continuous monitoring and capacity building within  
the supply chain, such as supplier training and awareness 
raising, audits, certifications etc. 

• Setting up supply chain grievance mechanisms.  
See for example: Access to remedy, Ergon; Third Party 
Complaint Process, Fair Labor Association; Nestlé 
Grievance Mechanism; Unilever Palm Oil Grievance 
Mechanism    

• Collaborating with industry peers or through  
multi-stakeholder initiatives, in order to proactively 
mitigate labour rights risks, adverse impacts and  
their root causes. A few selected commodity specific 
initiatives include: The Ethical Tea Partnership;  
The Global Coffee Platform; Bonsucro; The Fair Food 
Program; The Sustainable Rice Platform

Other useful resources for how to approach child labour  
and forced labour risks: Base Code Guidance: Child Labour,  
ETI 2017; Child labour monitoring and remediation systems, 
International Cocoa Initiative; Base Code Guidance, ETI 2017    

While mitigation approaches may vary greatly, they should be 
specific to the concerns identified, and have clear objectives  
and tools to measure improvements throughout the supply 
chain. Such key features of the plans should be communicated 
to relevant stakeholders. 

For more information please contact Stina Nilsson at stina.nilsson@sustainalytics.com  
or Henry Pallister-Dixon at henry.pallister-dixon@sustainalytics.com
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