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For decades, global markets and institutions have steered the international 
order. Until now. 

Today’s world faces greater conflict, fragmentation, and uncertainty. Despite 
new efforts such as the United Nations Pact for the Future, which aims to reset 
global cooperation and reaffirm shared commitments, the past year was marked 
by violent confrontations, mounting political challenges, and anti-establishment 
election results in many countries. 

In these divisive and uncertain times, how can responsible business action be 
strengthened?

Amidst growing complexity and divisions, influential actors can alleviate - or 
exacerbate - harms to people and planet. In 2025, leaders can commit to meeting 
the moment by advocating for the vital importance of global cooperation and 
respect for rule of law. They can redouble efforts to apply existing human rights 
frameworks and tools more effectively, including in unpredictable and difficult 
operating environments. Despite the many challenges companies face, they 
can work proactively with other societal actors to help guide better pathways 
forward. 

Each International Human Rights Day, IHRB releases our Top 10 Business & 
Human Rights Issues - an annual forecast of priority challenges and opportunities 
to advance responsible business practices in the year ahead. 

Our 2025 Top 10 list explores some of the most important issues bound by 
uncertainty - whether due to breakdown in multilateralism, the spread 
of violent conflict, industry-changing legislation, or climate action inertia. 
We hope this year’s issues will help guide businesses at a time when the 
picture of our future is far from clear. 
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TOP 10 BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES: 
RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS IN UNCERTAIN TIMES

https://www.un.org/en/summit-of-the-future/pact-for-the-future
https://www.ihrb.org/resources/responsible-business-in-uncertain-times-strengthening-corporate-leadership-amidst-widening-global-conflicts
https://www.ihrb.org/resources/responsible-business-in-uncertain-times-strengthening-corporate-leadership-amidst-widening-global-conflicts
https://www.ihrb.org/top-10
https://www.ihrb.org/top-10
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ENSURING ACCOUNTABILITY 
IN THE RUSH FOR RENEWABLES 
The transition to more sustainable energy 
systems is urgently needed. Will companies in 
renewables industries be accountable for their 
impacts on land, water and communities?
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ENSURING ACCOUNTABILITY IN  
THE RUSH FOR RENEWABLES

Renewable energy consumption is forecast to grow by 60% between now and 2030. This growth 
brings greater demand for transition minerals, as well as land to build clean energy infrastructure. 
The so-called ‘green rush’ is well underway.

Onshore wind and solar farms require vast land areas. Forced displacement of communities is 
occurring already. Indigenous livelihoods, such as artisanal fishing or animal herding have been 
disrupted by new renewables projects. Building green hydrogen facilities at ports or transmission 
infrastructure for offshore wind farms involves destruction of mangroves, critical habitats for 
flood and sea level rise protection, and is impacting fish stocks for marginalised communities’ 
food security and livelihoods, as anticipated in La Guajira, Colombia.

Meanwhile, demand for transition minerals used in renewables technology, such as cobalt and 
lithium, is expected to triple by 2030. There is a danger of continuing environmental and social 
harms and exploitation carried out over decades in the extractive sector, from the oil fields of 
the Niger Delta to Congolese cobalt mines. In these and other places, fragile ecosystems have 
been devastated, and rights of local communities to livelihood, food security, clean water, and a 
healthy environment have been repeatedly abused.

Companies working in renewable energy industries now need to develop their own robust 
environmental and human rights impact assessments in line with the UN Guiding Principles, and 
the EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive and associated reporting requirements. 
They must recognise Free, Prior, Informed Consent processes with indigenous communities, 
and the importance of ongoing dialogue with community representatives as well as local 
governments, and scale up transparent reporting, effective grievance mechanisms and access 
to remedies. All are key elements of meaningfully engaging with people most impacted, and 
remaining accountable to them throughout the entire lifecycle of a company’s operations. Not to 
do so risks further conflict and delay, and will lead to significant costs in the long run. 

In 2025 renewables are set to overtake coal as the world’s largest source of electricity. The 
transition to a low-carbon economy cannot be based solely on extraction of value. There is an 
unprecedented opportunity now for renewable energy companies and other actors involved in 
mineral extraction to move rapidly towards regenerative models based on partnership, shared 
long-term benefit for communities, and ecosystem protection or restoration.

https://www.iea.org/reports/renewables-2024/global-overview
https://energynews.biz/green-hydrogen-plant-in-la-guajira-gets-more-resources/
https://www.iea.org/reports/critical-minerals-market-review-2023/implications#abstract
https://hir.harvard.edu/oil-among-the-mangrove-trees-a-portrait-of-destruction-in-the-niger-delta-then-and-now/
https://hir.harvard.edu/oil-among-the-mangrove-trees-a-portrait-of-destruction-in-the-niger-delta-then-and-now/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250284297/cobaltred
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Business/Intro_Guiding_PrinciplesBusinessHR.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/business-economy-euro/doing-business-eu/sustainability-due-diligence-responsible-business/corporate-sustainability-due-diligence_en
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/capital-markets-union-and-financial-markets/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/corporate-sustainability-reporting_en
https://www.ihrb.org/resources/what-is-free-prior-and-informed-consent-fpic
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/news/indigenous-peoples-principles-and-protocols-just-transition#:~:text=Respect%20for%20Indigenous%20Peoples%27%20Ways,%2C%20biodiversity%2C%20knowledge%20systems%2C%20and
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PREVENTING FINANCE FROM  
FUELING CONFLICT 
Finance is crucial in tackling the climate crisis 
and fostering sustainable development. But is 
the financial sector doing enough to address 
adverse impacts of investments and implement 
responsible business standards? 
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PREVENTING FINANCE FROM FUELING CONFLICT

Corruption and illicit financial flows are major enablers of conflict. A 2024 UN Office on Drugs and 
Crime report highlights how corruption in climate change financing can divert resources meant to 
promote sustainable development and security, ultimately exacerbating instability. Many financial 
sector actors still don’t have in-depth knowledge of how their decisions may cause or contribute 
to human rights harms. This is compounded by the backlash to ESG investment models and 
policies. Adding to these problems is the current lack of acceptable data and metrics so that all 
companies share clear benchmarks for best practices on social performance.

The rise of cryptocurrencies has added complexity to these issues. While proponents of 
cryptocurrencies claim they offer financial inclusion, this is questionable. Cryptocurrencies are 
also becoming a significant tool in facilitating illicit activities, evading sanctions and funding violence.

Financial integrity and responsible investment have emerged as key factors in mitigating the 
risks of global financial actors unwittingly or deliberately contributing to violence and instability. 
The UN Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) provide guidance for investors to assess 
human rights risks and avoid investments that may contribute to conflicts or support oppressive 
regimes. Meanwhile, newer financial actors such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank are 
being called on to take their own responsibilities seriously. That includes prioritising meaningful 
engagement with affected communities, disclosing relevant information on project impacts 
around the world, and putting in place effective grievance mechanisms, all in order to prevent or 
mitigate harms linked to their financing.

As the global community prepares for the 2025 Financing for Development Conference (FfD4), as 
well as the expected update of the IFC’s Sustainability Framework and Performance Standards, 
there are growing calls for stronger international regulations to ensure financial markets 
contribute to peace, stability, and human dignity—rather than fueling conflict and war. Financial 
actors will continue to be scrutinised for the impacts of their activities on the rights of individuals 
and communities. Implementing guidance such as the UN Finance Initiative’s new Responsible 
Banking Blueprint - a roadmap for action on climate, nature and biodiversity, healthy and inclusive 
economies and human rights, can help demonstrate how effective due diligence processes 
lead to investments and transactions that foster stability, including in regions experiencing 
environmental emergencies, violence and political divisions.

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/frontpage/2024/June/the-corruption-climate_-how-corruption-stands-in-the-way-of-the-response-to-climate-change.html
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/barrons-ESG-backlash-is-real-and-growing
https://fintechmagazine.com/articles/crypto-regulations-and-building-financial-inclusion
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/debunking-the-narratives-about-cryptocurrency-and-financial-inclusion/
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2022-09/Combatting Illicit Activity .pdf
https://www.unpri.org/introductory-guides-to-responsible-investment/an-introduction-to-responsible-investment-human-rights/12026.article
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=28295#:~:text=Principles%2017-21%20lays%20down,their%20adverse%20human%20rights%20impacts
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=28295#:~:text=Principles%2017-21%20lays%20down,their%20adverse%20human%20rights%20impacts
https://financing.desa.un.org/ffd4
https://www.ifc.org/en/what-we-do/sector-expertise/sustainability/policies-and-standards
https://www.unepfi.org/industries/banking/responsible-banking-blueprint/
https://www.unepfi.org/industries/banking/responsible-banking-blueprint/
https://www.unepfi.org/industries/banking/responsible-banking-blueprint/
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CONFRONTING AI RISKS 
New international commitments to digital 
cooperation and regulation of AI are important 
steps in response to fast moving technological 
change. Are they enough to ensure responsible 
business actions? 
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CONFRONTING AI RISKS

Rapid advances in Artificial Intelligence (AI) have raised serious questions about the promise 
and perils of this technology. Concerns have prompted a growing number of initiatives by 
governments, companies, advocacy groups, think tanks, humanitarian organisations, and the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights all intended to address how AI tools can be 
developed and used responsibly. Companies at the forefront of developing AI technology are 
attempting to assure regulators and governments of their commitments to ‘responsible’ AI, which 
will weed out misinformation and disinformation and related societal harms. But the potential for 
bad actors to misuse the technology has alarmed regulators. 

The risks of AI to human rights are manifold; including potential bias leading to discriminatory 
practices; risks to privacy; machine-led decision-making raising questions of accountability; 
censorship of legitimate speech; and AI-generated content spreading misinformation and 
disinformation, which could lead to social unrest and contribute to violence.

In September 2024, government leaders at the United Nations adopted a new Global Digital 
Compact calling for scaled up actions to close digital divides, build an open, inclusive, and secure 
digital space, and make AI work for humanity. The test for the year ahead is to turn these high 
level commitments into tangible activities that embed human rights protections and benefit all 
people. 

To implement a principles-based, rights-respecting AI framework, businesses will have to scale 
up investments in human oversight, and reskilling (or skilling up) engineers. Governments 
must prioritise developing clearer guidelines, and instead of relying on industry-led, voluntary 
approaches, set firmer legally-binding rules. The European Union’s AI Act prohibits manipulative 
AI and social scoring systems that are considered unacceptable risks. It also sets a regulatory 
framework for high-risk systems, and calls on companies to be transparent with users if they are 
communicating with AI chatbots. 

In the year ahead, companies will face growing calls to advance responsible global AI standards 
- whether they are AI creators, or AI users. In the short term, priority actions are required, such 
as securing permission from users and all those whose rights are affected about how AI uses 
their data, how long it will be stored, and who it will be shared with, among other disclosures. 
Continuous monitoring will become essential, and governments will need to put in place effective 
penalties for misuse or non-compliance, as well as regular audits, and redress mechanisms. 

https://www.state.gov/risk-management-profile-for-ai-and-human-rights/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/ai/responsible-ai?ef_id=_k_CjwKCAiAxea5BhBeEiwAh4t5K4XXzmbPWM6OAIwsxmYzxMKNr1yqbnyKCwKTktfhzuusUqSYSzo8khoCK-cQAvD_BwE_k_&OCID=AIDcmm1o1fzy5i_SEM__k_CjwKCAiAxea5BhBeEiwAh4t5K4XXzmbPWM6OAIwsxmYzxMKNr1yqbnyKCwKTktfhzuusUqSYSzo8khoCK-cQAvD_BwE_k_&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiAxea5BhBeEiwAh4t5K4XXzmbPWM6OAIwsxmYzxMKNr1yqbnyKCwKTktfhzuusUqSYSzo8khoCK-cQAvD_BwE
https://investorsforhumanrights.org/information-and-communication-technologies-ict-engagement
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2023/01/ai-governance-and-human-rights
https://www.icrc.org/en/law-and-policy/artificial-intelligence
https://www.ohchr.org/en/statements/2023/07/artificial-intelligence-must-be-grounded-human-rights-says-high-commissioner
https://www.ohchr.org/en/statements/2023/07/artificial-intelligence-must-be-grounded-human-rights-says-high-commissioner
https://ai.google/responsibility/responsible-ai-practices/
https://www.cam.ac.uk/stories/malicious-ai-report
https://www.un.org/global-digital-compact/en
https://www.un.org/global-digital-compact/en
https://artificialintelligenceact.eu/
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RESPONDING TO SHIPPING DANGERS
Deceptive shipping practices such as dark fleets, 
as well as ongoing conflicts, are undermining 
responsible maritime activity and putting 
seafarers’ lives at risk. What actions are  
needed to protect rights at sea?
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RESPONDING TO SHIPPING DANGERS 

So-called ‘shadow fleets’ or ‘dark fleets’ are not a new development in shipping, but have become 
the subject of increasing attention, largely as a result of sanctions imposed by the EU, US and G7 
against Iranian, Venezuelan, and, more recently, Russian oil.

A large and dangerous fleet of poorly regulated tankers is illegally transporting sanctioned oil and 
gas across the world’s seas. These vessels are often old, unsafe, and flagged in countries with 
little or no infrastructure to police or monitor them. Ownership is largely opaque. They carry out 
high-risk activities such as offshore ship-to-ship transfer of cargo without adhering to basic safety 
standards. Additionally, they frequently switch off Automatic Identification Systems to prevent 
being seen or tracked – a danger in itself. Companies that ‘insure’ such vessels are unlikely to pay 
out in the event of an accident or spill, and often are mostly non-compliant with Oil Companies 
International Marine Forum (OCIMF) standards or the Maritime Labour Convention. 

Dark fleets present huge risk for the seafarers and the potential for environmental catastrophe. 
The Atlantic Council has stated that “the shadow fleet poses mounting risks to other vessels, 
to coastal countries, and to countries in whose search and rescue areas of responsibility the 
vessels may have incidents.” There is evidence seafarers often are not aware these vessels are 
illegal when they board. They face risks of exploitation and minimal safety standards. And there 
is a much increased risk of abandonment of these vessels (reported abandonments have tripled 
since 2021). Areas particularly at risk are those with busy shipping lanes, but an accident with a 
dark fleet vessel could happen anywhere. 

In response, governments have taken steps such as detaining more tankers for failing safety 
inspections, and strengthening patrols. But the legal position for states is complex and itself 
fraught with risk, not least potential retaliation from states facing sanctions. Some have suggested 
regulation on ship acquisitions. In a recent call to action signed by dozens of countries, the UK 
Government urged “ship owners and operators, the marine insurance industry, ship brokers and 
other relevant maritime stakeholders to adhere to their relevant obligations, and support the 
prevention, detection and reporting of ‘shadow fleet’ activities.” 

In 2025, industry leaders must scale up efforts to work with governments, such as the UK’s new  
Office of Trade Sanctions Implementation (OTSI), to expose bad practice. Companies, including 
law firms and finance institutions, ports and insurers, have a responsibility to carry out stringent 
due diligence to ensure their activities and transactions are not facilitating dark fleet activities. 

https://southeastasiaglobe.com/shadow-fleet-oil-tankers-pose-growing-risk-in-sea/
https://www.ft.com/content/f74756c8-82a5-4977-ac80-7fe6cda630ac
https://www.ocimf.org/
https://www.bairdmaritime.com/security/incidents/piracy/column-taking-on-the-dark-tanker-fleet-part-ii-who-profits-from-these-sanctions-busting-ships-offshore-accounts
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russias-growing-dark-fleet-risks-for-the-global-maritime-order/
https://www.missiontoseafarers.org/wp-content/uploads/theSea-issue-3-2024.pdf
https://www.lloydslist.com/LL1150856/Dark-fleets-growing-role-in-seafarer-abandonments-showcased-by-ageing-gas-tankers
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russias-growing-dark-fleet-risks-for-the-global-maritime-order/
https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/3222426/singapores-tanker-seizures-soar-record-highs-russian-dark-oil-fleet-grows
https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/3222426/singapores-tanker-seizures-soar-record-highs-russian-dark-oil-fleet-grows
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russias-growing-dark-fleet-risks-for-the-global-maritime-order/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/russias-growing-dark-fleet-risks-for-the-global-maritime-order/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-shadow-fleet-a-call-to-action
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/office-of-trade-sanctions-implementation
https://ofac.treasury.gov/recent-actions/20230620_33#:~:text=Swedbank%20Latvia%20has%20agreed%20to,violations%20of%20OFAC's%20Crimea%20sanctions.
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-cracks-down-on-illicit-shadow-fleet-transporting-russian-oil-globally
https://www.bairdmaritime.com/security/incidents/piracy/column-the-dark-tanker-fleet-and-its-insurance-how-a-major-oil-spill-may-not-be-covered-offshore-accounts
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REBUILDING WAR-TORN STATES
In the wake of destructive conflict, countries 
need rebuilding, but too often responsible 
business is missing in action. What are the 
opportunities to strengthen human rights as 
part of reconstruction efforts?
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REBUILDING WAR-TORN STATES

With more active conflicts today than at any time since World War II, rebuilding societies ravaged 
by war is an ongoing priority. In regions recovering from conflict, reconstruction projects often 
face considerable hurdles: political instability, fragile infrastructure, and damaged ecosystems, all 
against a backdrop of potential corruption, marginalisation, and tension. 

Past reconstruction efforts highlight risks of neglecting human rights and community 
engagement. In these post-conflict contexts, rapid development - such as rebuilding roads, 
energy and communications infrastructure - can inadvertently fuel existing disparities, harm 
natural environments, or exclude marginalised groups, undermining long-term recovery, and 
exacerbating conditions that lead to repeated cycles of conflict. 

Businesses are critical to reconstruction, in part by mobilising resources and expertise to re-
shape infrastructure and buildings. Responsible companies can foster stability, equity, and 
sustainability in communities working to achieve lasting peace. But private sector involvement 
may bring additional uncertainty and instability, making rebuilding more challenging for those 
involved.

The private sector must navigate the urgency to rebuild as well as the necessity to engage with 
local communities and ecosystems. They may face difficult tradeoffs between relying on expertise 
from abroad or rebuilding local capacity on the ground. Without adequate safeguards, businesses 
may become involved in resource mismanagement, and human rights abuses, and may face 
reputational damage, legal challenges, and financial losses.

Proactively promoting transparency and equitable development is essential in post-conflict 
settings where governance is fragile. Most reconstruction efforts will be based on contractual 
arrangements where heightened human rights due diligence should be required at all levels. 
This might entail prioritising sustainable practices in areas such as transport, housing, water, and 
energy as crucial first steps. These resources are essential enablers of long term reconstruction 
and lasting peace. Anti-corruption due diligence and community consultation are also essential. 

Companies should consider the added challenge of the climate crisis, particularly where the 
natural environment has been severely damaged by warfare, such as the recent accusations of 
ecocide by Russia in Ukraine. A new Environmental Compact for Ukraine proposes measures to 
enable reconstruction for a sustainable future based on accountability and recovery from the 
ongoing conflict.

Meanwhile, governments must create an enabling environment for responsible business 
through necessary legal and regulatory reform, tax incentives and political risk insurance. 
New initiatives, including the recently adopted model law on public-private partnerships and 
concessions, developed by the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development and the UN 
Economic Commission for Europe are noteworthy. Governments need guidance in designing 
legal frameworks for such arrangements in ways that will help advance sustainable development.

https://www.economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/GPI-2024-web.pdf
https://ennhri.org/our-work/topics/human-rights-in-post-conflict/
https://carnegieendowment.org/posts/2018/09/the-politics-of-post-conflict-reconstruction?lang=en
https://www.president.gov.ua/storage/j-files-storage/01/24/69/cc0dab040b3207268e5c8fb5275b22e4_1707492952.pdf
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/ebrd-unece-model-law-public-private-partnerships-concessions
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ABIDING BY HUMANITARIAN LAW 
Many businesses operate in high risk and 
conflict zones. What more can be done to apply 
international law to those linked to harms and 
incentivise responsible actions amidst violence 
and other forms of unrest? 
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ABIDING BY HUMANITARIAN LAW 

The number of violent conflicts has risen globally. Current reports note that 210 million people 
live in territories that are either under the full control of non-state armed actors or in contested 
territory. 

While it is possible to operate responsibly in conflict areas, there are serious risks which need 
identification and mitigation, as they could otherwise lead to charges of complicity in grave abuse, 
including through financial contributions to a government or armed group. Ensuring worker and 
community safety is paramount. Responsible security provision, in-house or out-sourced, is 
essential, ideally with providers certified by ICoCA.

Companies which are directly or indirectly complicit in conflict defy sanctions or assist perpetrators 
of violence. But legitimate business activity in conflict zones remains a necessity. Many companies 
are essential to civilian life despite the uncertainty and disruption caused by conflict, including 
those providing infrastructure, such as electricity, internet access, water, food distribution, and 
healthcare services. These businesses are protected as civilian entities under international 
humanitarian law, and targeting or attacking them violates those laws. 

If companies exit conflict zones, there are often adverse impacts on civilians who lose jobs and 
essential services, and may experience increased inflation, and heightened vulnerability. The 
UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights and the UN Development Programme have 
developed guidelines for heightened due diligence in conflict-affected contexts. The Australian 
Red Cross guidance includes a seven-step approach for responsible business conduct during 
conflict. Companies facing difficult operational environments now have more information 
available through UN projects and detailed, interactive guides. And companies that disregard 
laws and norms increasingly face legal challenges, including prosecution, as cases involving Syria, 
Colombia, and Sudan demonstrate.

Renewed attention is needed in the year ahead to the obligations of home governments and 
their roles in incentivising such efforts with clearer advice and direct support to companies from 
their jurisdictions. Business leaders themselves should support stricter export controls where 
appropriate, as well as smarter legal provisions that enable responsible decisions. They should 
also stress the importance of diplomatic support to companies operating abroad. The multiple 
dimensions of this complex challenge will gain further prominence in 2025 as conflicts continue 
to unfold around the world. 

https://blogs.icrc.org/law-and-policy/2024/10/31/icrc-engagement-with-armed-groups-in-2024/
https://icoca.ch/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/business/bhr-in-challenging-contexts.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/business/bhr-in-challenging-contexts.pdf
https://www.undp.org/publications/heightened-human-rights-due-diligence-business-conflict-affected-contexts-guide
https://www.redcross.org.au/globalassets/cms-assets/documents/ihl--no-ihl/doing-responsible-business-in-armed-conflict-final-publication-web.pdf
https://www.redcross.org.au/globalassets/cms-assets/documents/ihl--no-ihl/7-indicators-of-corp-best-prac-final-2021.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/business-and-human-rights/business-human-rights-and-conflict-affected-regions-project
https://www.rulac.org/
https://www.ecchr.eu/en/case/lafarge-in-syria-accusations-of-complicity-in-grave-human-rights-violations/
https://www.ihrb.org/latest/what-are-the-wider-implications-of-the-recent-ruling-against-chiquita-for-human-rights-abuses-in-colombia
https://paxforpeace.nl/what-we-do/programmes/lundin-case/
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IMPLEMENTING MANDATORY MEASURES 
EU directives give human rights due diligence 
legal teeth, with global consequences.  
What will companies need to navigate  
these requirements? 
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IMPLEMENTING MANDATORY MEASURES 

The EU’s Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) introducing mandatory human 
rights and environmental due diligence got most of the attention in 2024, but the Corporate 
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) is currently driving compliance.

The CSRD requires companies to publish annual reports on material social and environmental 
risks, and how their activities impact people and the environment - a concept known as ‘double 
materiality’ incorporating human rights due diligence processes. The first reports from the largest 
companies, covering 2024, will be published in 2025. Since the directive aims to make it easier to 
compare reports, expect an avalanche of analyses in 2025 on how companies are approaching 
CSRD-compliant reporting.

Companies will learn from good practice by others, and gain confidence in what they can report 
openly. Sustainability teams will need this to convince legal departments concerned by regulators 
clamping down on ‘greenwashing’ and sharing risks and challenges, in case used in litigation. 

But it is still unclear who will oversee whether companies are reporting accurately and properly. More 
than half the EU is late transposing the CSRD, with the European Commission initiating proceedings 
against 17 members in September 2024. The ‘competent authorities’ nominated will probably be 
national bodies mandated to oversee financial reporting, including financial supervisory bodies 
and central banks. They haven’t been engaged on human rights, and are unlikely to do more than 
confirm necessary paperwork has been filed, accompanied by a ‘limited assurance’ audit opinion, 
offering a lower level of confidence in human rights reporting. Some countries may place oversight 
in the hands of bodies - such as Germany’s BAFA and Norway’s Consumer Authority - with existing 
expertise through oversight of national human rights due diligence laws. 

Multistakeholder and business-led initiatives will need to demonstrate their relevance when 
budgets for sustainability departments are under stress. The CSDDD recognises the value of 
these initiatives, and tasks the Commission to produce guidance on whether they are fit for 
purpose. But this may take several years, and could be hotly contested. 

There are lessons to be learned from national laws like the German Supply Chain Act that 
has, according to some, generated ‘back-covering’ contractual clauses and questionnaires to 
suppliers, rather than genuine dialogue to identify and address adverse human rights impacts. 
This misguided implementation is driving claims of human rights bureaucracy gone wild and 
calls for reducing red tape. European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen has recently 
indicated that the Commission should produce a single ‘omnibus’ regulation to align and 
consolidate various sustainability measures, including CSRD and CSDDD. But effective human 
rights due diligence should be about risk identification and mitigation, not form filling and tick-
box compliance. 

https://commission.europa.eu/business-economy-euro/doing-business-eu/sustainability-due-diligence-responsible-business/corporate-sustainability-due-diligence_en
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/capital-markets-union-and-financial-markets/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/corporate-sustainability-reporting_en
https://finance.ec.europa.eu/capital-markets-union-and-financial-markets/company-reporting-and-auditing/company-reporting/corporate-sustainability-reporting_en
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/esg/library/csrd-double-materiality.html
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/esg/library/csrd-double-materiality.html
https://www.regulatoryandcompliance.com/2024/09/sec-greenwashing-enforcement-case-against-public-company/
https://www.regulatoryandcompliance.com/2024/09/sec-greenwashing-enforcement-case-against-public-company/
https://media.business-humanrights.org/media/documents/files/reports-and-materials/Ruggie-presentation-to-ILO-conference-3-Jun-2010.pdf
https://media.business-humanrights.org/media/documents/files/reports-and-materials/Ruggie-presentation-to-ILO-conference-3-Jun-2010.pdf
https://www.bafa.de/EN/Supply_Chain_Act/Overview/overview_node.html#:~:text=Lieferketten%2C%20LkSG%20).-,The%20responsibility%20of%20German%20enterprises%20to%20respect%20human%20rights%20in,implementing%20defined%20due%20diligence%20obligations.
https://www.forbrukertilsynet.no/vi-jobber-med/apenhetsloven/the-transparency-act
https://www.biicl.org/publications/towards-new-human-rights-and-environment-due-diligence-laws-reflections-on-changes-in-corporate-practice
https://dunstanhope.com/blogs-and-reports/what-to-look-for-in-company-risk-and-impact-assessments
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-red-tape-regulation-ursula-von-der-leyen-commission/
https://www.responsible-investor.com/potential-reopening-of-eu-esg-rules-prompt-fears-among-green-investment-groups/
https://www.responsible-investor.com/potential-reopening-of-eu-esg-rules-prompt-fears-among-green-investment-groups/
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MAKING MIGRATION WORK FOR ALL 
Our collective future depends on the labour  
of migrant workers. How can companies stand 
with and protect migrants from growing  
anti-immigration sentiments? 
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MAKING MIGRATION WORK FOR ALL

Globally, an estimated 169 million migrant workers support economies in home countries and 
countries of destination. Many occupy so-called ‘3D jobs (dirty, demeaning, and dangerous), 
often avoided by local workforces. Despite their many contributions, migrant workers remain 
systematically undervalued, earning 25% less than their local counterparts and facing a threefold 
increased risk of forced labour. 

2024 continued to see an increasing backlash against migration under escalating geopolitical 
tensions and weakened labour protections. Some politicians portrayed migrants as economic and 
criminal threats, amplifying migrants’ vulnerabilities, particularly in politically and economically 
volatile regions. Narratives casting migrants as job competitors and economic drains on 
resources, despite the realities of ageing populations and workforce shortages in many countries, 
have normalised exclusionary behaviours and created environments where migrant rights are 
undermined, and their economic contributions overshadowed. 

Business leaders have a crucial role in encouraging governments to adopt safe labour migration 
pathways that reassure concerns of local populations while protecting migrant workforces from 
exploitation and abuse. Businesses can foster awareness on the contributions and rights of 
migrant colleagues, and help counter bias, improve workplace cohesion, and support migration 
aligned with human dignity. Collaborative engagement with policymakers further enables 
businesses to shape frameworks that secure lawful migration routes and protect workers’ rights, 
strengthening organisational resilience while adhering to human rights standards.

Anti-immigrant sentiments - likely to increase in 2025 - will require companies to offer more 
hopeful ways forward. This includes partnering with local authorities to strengthen community 
support networks, and with governments to shape more humane policies and development 
frameworks that align with international standards. The latest report on implementation of the UN 
Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration highlights progress and new promising 
initiatives, and where more efforts are needed by governments and the private sector. Meanwhile, 
significant frameworks such as The Montreal Recommendations on Recruitment and the Dhaka 
Principles for Migration with Dignity (enhanced in 2024 with additional guidance on respecting 
the rights of women migrant workers) should continue to inform corporate governance, industry 
standards and policies that sustain economic growth and protect the rights of all migrants.

https://www.ilo.org/media/383586/download
https://www.ilo.org/resource/news/migrant-pay-gap-widens-many-high-income-countries
https://publications.iom.int/books/human-resource-guidebook-employer-obligations-and-cultural-sensitivity
https://thisiscreative.eventsair.com/modern-slavery-conference/
https://migrationnetwork.un.org/sg-report-2024
https://migrationnetwork.un.org/sg-report-2024
https://publications.iom.int/books/montreal-recommendations-recruitment-road-map-towards-better-regulation
https://www.ihrb.org/resources/webinar-women-migrant-workers-and-responsible-recruitment


TOP 10 BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES 2025 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS IN UNCERTAIN TIMES

INSTITUTE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS AND BUSINESS  IHRB.ORG 19

NEW FRONTIERS, 2024TOP 10 BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES

Copyright: Richard Baker / Getty Images

ADVANCING WORKPLACE DIVERSITY 
Growing criticism of workplace diversity, equity 
and inclusion initiatives threatens to reverse 
decades of progress in the business world.  
Will responsible companies fight back?



TOP 10 BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES 2025 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS IN UNCERTAIN TIMES

INSTITUTE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS AND BUSINESS  IHRB.ORG 20

ADVANCING WORKPLACE DIVERSITY 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) policies have faced mounting backlash in recent years, and 
future support is uncertain, with “anti-woke” capitalism likely to gain further attention in 2025. 
Critics label corporate actions to foster greater diversity as divisive or even discriminatory, and 
investors have threatened to divest or remove senior management implementing DEI policies. 
Some companies are deciding to roll back their programmes in response. Yet criticisms of these 
efforts appear to be based largely on misconceptions, political polarisation, and resistance to 
societal change. 

Policies aimed both at fostering more equitable workplaces, and better reflecting the communities 
businesses serve, have become integral to corporate strategies over recent decades. Studies 
have shown that policies promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion are good for morale within 
organisations, and socially-conscious consumers reward such companies through their loyalty. 
They can be good for business bottom lines as well. The result of these efforts, based as well on 
longstanding regulations in some countries, has been tangible progress such as more women 
CEOs in US corporations and more senior managers from ethnic minorities in key roles than was 
the case earlier. 

Corporate withdrawal from diversity efforts can reverse decades of progress, and it is essential for 
companies to be part of the fight back. Leaders should examine their own companies’ performance 
to demonstrate clearly how DEI policies are good for business, enhance innovation, and improve 
decision making in ways that workers approve of as well. Greater transparency about the tangible 
benefits of these initiatives will be key in dispelling myths and reinforcing positive change. 
Measuring progress should look at many factors affecting a company’s profitability, including 
indicators such as lower attrition rate, higher retention of employees, improved productivity, 
and greater consumer acceptance. Research on demographic changes shows how younger 
consumers prefer socially-conscious companies, and companies with higher board diversity have 
demonstrated stronger returns and lower earnings risks than those that are monochromatic. 

The case for promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion should not rest only on financial 
performance. But in an economic system that values strong profitability, it will continue to be 
important to make the case for open dialogue and a shared commitment to equal opportunity as 
a long-term priority for the private sector. The fact is that policies aimed at shaping more diverse 
organisations do not harm business, and can provide real benefits for workers, society, and the 
bottom-line. In the year ahead, companies will increasingly be evaluated on their commitment to 
inclusive workplaces that produce positive results for all.

https://apnews.com/article/walmart-dei-inclusion-diversity-34b06922e60e5116fe198696201ce4d9
https://www.deloitte.com/global/en/Industries/consumer/about/diversity-equity-and-inclusion-dei-across-the-consumer-value-chain.html
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/its-time-highlight-business-opportunity-dei-initiatives-qarae/
https://fortune.com/2024/06/04/fortune-500-companies-women-ceos-2024/
https://fortune.com/2024/06/04/fortune-500-companies-women-ceos-2024/
https://www.journalofaccountancy.com/news/2022/aug/diversity-among-ceos-cfos-continues-rise.html
https://hbr.org/2023/05/how-investing-in-dei-helps-companies-become-more-adaptable
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2023/05/17/diversity-equity-and-inclusion-in-the-workplace/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffraikes/2024/04/23/ignore-the-provocateurs-dei-is-good-for-business-and-good-for-america/
https://www.hcamag.com/ca/specialization/diversity-inclusion/commitment-to-dei-leads-to-lower-attrition-happier-workers-report/437197
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbeshumanresourcescouncil/2023/11/28/three-reasons-the-case-for-corporate-dei-programs-is-stronger-than-ever/#:~:text=Research%20from%20Great%20Place%20to,higher%20than%20non%2Dinclusive%20companies.
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matters
https://www.forbes.com/sites/biancamillercole/2020/09/15/8-reasons-why-diversity-and-inclusion-are-essential-to-business-success/
https://deloitte.wsj.com/cmo/win-customers-with-authentically-inclusive-marketing-initiatives-01650302320
https://deloitte.wsj.com/cmo/win-customers-with-authentically-inclusive-marketing-initiatives-01650302320
https://www.fastcompany.com/91204863/dei-attack-s-and-p-500-companies-boardroom-diversity-performance-elf-beauty-study
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RESTORING CONFIDENCE  
IN CLIMATE ACTION
2025 marks the final moment for states to 
course-correct climate action before the  
half-way point to achieving net-zero by 2050.  
What role can businesses play to ensure new 
national plans get us back on track? 
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RESTORING CONFIDENCE IN CLIMATE ACTION

The Planetary Health Check - an initiative tracking the Earth’s health - is flashing red. Six planetary 
boundaries have been ‘substantially’ breached and latest assessments predict that if just one of 
the boundaries - The Climate Change Boundary - remains breached, there will be an 18% loss to 
global GDP by 2050. The 2020’s are yet to become the decade of ambitious climate action that 
was promised. Progress toward the necessary emissions reductions required to achieve net zero 
are wildly off track. 

Confidence in climate action is at an all time low. But as Al Gore reminded delegates at COP29, 
political will is itself a renewable resource. 

2025 is seen by many as a make or break moment. COP30 - symbolically hosted in Brazil’s 
Amazon rainforest and a major mining state - is one of the last opportunities to course correct. 
The world’s Governments will submit updated Nationally Determined Contributions (NDC) - the 
national climate action plans and targets to reduce emissions and limit climate change. These 
“next generation” NDCs are the final opportunity before the halfway point of 2030 for states to 
lay out how they intend to halt the growth of emissions and clarify what policy designs are most 
appropriate to scale the economic, industrial, technological, and governance reforms required to 
achieve net-zero.

The trust deficit in multilateral decision making forums continues as a real obstacle to progress, 
soon to be exacerbated by the anticipated withdrawal from the Paris Agreement by the incoming 
Trump administration in the US, (as it did in 2017) and threats to do so by others as well. At the 
same time, the reality is that trends needed to lower global temperatures are increasingly driven 
by economics. Falling costs of technologies are driving the potential for faster action, meaning 
there is more need than ever for private sector actors to step in where governments are failing 
to act quickly enough. 

So how can business leaders play a responsible role in achieving just net-zero transitions, 
including supporting next-gen NDCs? They can start by setting targets that directly advance NDC 
ambitions, and revise 2030 targets to align with net-zero and 1.5 goals. That includes driving 
ambitious sectoral targets by engaging peers and industry associations to raise the level playing 
field, and building resilience across all systems, in particular global supply chains to support 
climate adaptation alongside immediate decarbonisation. Companies also have crucial roles to 
play in catalysing investment in green systems while strengthening governance and supporting 
stable enabling environments locally. In everything they do, companies must ensure people-
centred climate action that prioritises meaningful engagement with the most vulnerable and 
marginalised, built on a foundation of integrated human rights and environmental due diligence.

https://www.planetaryhealthcheck.org/
https://unfccc.int/news/new-un-climate-change-report-shows-national-climate-plans-fall-miles-short-of-what-s-needed
https://www.ldc-climate.org/press_release/cop29-a-staggering-betrayal-of-the-worlds-most-vulnerable/
https://youtu.be/o0WBeg1NJ7A?si=9aaiY-4Iaia2XHCj&t=3252
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/8/4/brazil-gold-mine-puts-indigenous-territory-at-risk-advocates-say
https://www.wri.org/ndcs
https://thomsonreutersfoundation.cmail19.com/t/d-l-sairid-irdhljldu-h/
https://www.dw.com/en/what-will-happen-if-argentina-quits-paris-climate-agreement/a-70825297
https://www.wri.org/ndcs
https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/sub-issues/due-diligence-guidance-for-responsible-business-conduct/responsible-business-conduct-environment-and-climate-change.html
https://www.sustainableviews.com/right-to-a-healthy-environment-the-bridge-between-cop-finance-gaps-77c1b3b0/
https://www.sustainableviews.com/right-to-a-healthy-environment-the-bridge-between-cop-finance-gaps-77c1b3b0/
https://www.biicl.org/documents/186_towards_new_hredd_laws_reflections_impacts_on_corporate_practice_15_oct.pdf
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