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Excellencies, distinguished panelists, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen.  

Importance of the private sector 

The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic has had devastating consequences across the world as well 

as in our region, where nearly 19 million full-time equivalent jobs and 10.6% income from 

labour have been lost.1 

Worldwide, the pandemic has set back many countries in their implementation of the 

Sustainable Development Goals. This is the same challenge that we face in the Europe and 

Central Asia region, and we need to face the challenge of building back better to achieve the 

SDGs. 

We are aware of the challenge. We are also fully aware that recovering from the pandemic and 

achieving the SDGs can only be done with the full participation and engagement of the private 

sector. 

I must also note that beyond helping us build back better from the pandemic, there are many 

other crises that cannot be overturned if businesses do not act responsibly. These include 

global crises, such as the overreliance on fossil fuels, the impacts of the expansion of big tech, 

environmental degradation, as well as crises in our region where the interface between 

business, economy, and human rights significantly intertwine. 

One such crisis is the depopulation in Eastern Europe, with Albania, Moldova, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Serbia and Ukraine being among the world’s ten fastest shrinking populations. We 

cannot meet this challenge unless businesses secure decent jobs by respecting the labour rights 

and combat discrimination against women in the workplace in these countries, in accordance 

with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. 

 
1 According to ILO’s estimates during Q3, countries in Eastern Europe countries have lost 8 million full-time 
equivalent jobs and countries in Central and Western Asia 11 million full-time equivalent jobs. These estimates 
include Russia. The share of lost income from labour for Europe and Central Asia is (before income support 
measures) is 10.6%. 



Our region is also host to ongoing and protracted conflicts resulting to large displaced 

populations. At the same time we have seen how business communities particularly at the local 

level have also supported the displaced through various means. We see therefore that 

businesses could play critical roles both as drivers of conflict, while also playing critical roles in 

the recovery and consolidation of peace. 

At the same time, the private sector and businesses also need our support to be able to adapt 

and succeed in integrating responsible business principles in their business practices. 

  

Importance of the Business and Human Rights framework 

To date, in response to the pandemic, a number of companies have acted proactively and 

generously, ensuring that their workers’ salaries are paid, and that their suppliers are paid for 

orders completed. 

However, while some businesses have acted responsibly, others have resorted to cost-cutting 

and severe measures that negatively impacted human rights standards in trying to protect their 

bottom line. 

This mixed record shows that not all businesses can be expected to act responsibly and 

indicates the need for a comprehensive framework on Business and Human Rights. 

The Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights are therefore very useful and timely in 

providing such a frame of reference. 

They are the touchstone upon which we at the UN conduct our work in the area of business 

and human rights and have become the world’s most authoritative framework to guide 

standards and practices in addressing adverse business impacts on human rights. The Guiding 

Principles were recognised by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development as one of its 

means of implementation, which only accentuates the need to intensify their realization. 

Their adoption in 2011 has led to a wave of activity globally aimed at ensuring businesses 

respect human rights. 

  

Positive developments on BHR in the region 

This is true of our region as well, where promising advances have been made so far. Georgia 

and Ukraine have been working on developing a National Action Plans on business and human 

rights. 

National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) have increasingly been doing their part, with NHRIs 

in Albania, Armenia, Georgia and Ukraine, among others, addressing individual complaints, 

monitoring the human rights impacts of businesses and holding public hearings on the topic. 



Civil society has taken up the issue as well, with the Belgrade Center for Human Rights 

developing a National Baseline Assessment and NGOs from Belarus and North Macedonia 

issuing country guides on business and human rights. In Turkey, civil society was instrumental 

to convening the first ever national dialogue on business and human rights, while UNDP’s Self-

Assessment for Business on Human Rights Due Diligence and Covid-19 has been piloted by 

businesses in the country. 

  

Links to global developments 

I have already illustrated the positive developments in our region on business and human 

rights. Beyond that, the European Union is driving change, with some of its member states, 

including France and the UK, introducing domestic legislation requiring corporations to disclose 

more information, and recent proposals to introduce an EU directive on mandatory human 

rights due diligence. 

  

These proposals are increasingly backed by forward-looking businesses, including many of 

those present at this Forum. They are recognising that there is a ‘business case’ for respecting 

human rights and for familiarizing themselves with their supply chains and other business 

relationships. Such laws and policies ‘level the playing field’, ensuring businesses are not 

rewarded for cutting corners and violating human rights. 

  

UNDP’s role 

The UNDP Istanbul Regional Hub is delighted to play a leading role in driving this process 

forward in our region. We believe that the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 

provide countries with clear guidance on setting new standards and practices in addressing 

adverse business impacts on human rights. This inaugural Forum signifies our intent to intensify 

efforts to implement the UN Guiding Principles in the region of Eastern Europe and Central 

Asia. 

Partnerships are crucial in this process. 

UNDP has partnered with the UN Working Group in its efforts to produce a Roadmap for the 

Next Decade of Implementation of the Guiding Principles. As part of this process, UNDP is 

holding consultations globally with a wide variety of stakeholders on what the priorities should 

be for states, businesses, civil society and the UN until 2030. This Forum for Europe and Central 

Asia is a part of those efforts, and I would like to thank the UN Working Group, our co-

organisers, for their support in staging the Forum and for their leadership in the 

implementation of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. 



UNDP sees its role as a convener of key stakeholders, including ENNHRI, OHCHR, ILO and OECD 

in its efforts to advance the business and human rights agenda. 

Beyond this Forum, we will continue to advocate and foster meaningful partnerships with all of 

you on responsible business principles and practices. This is just the beginning. 

The opportunities are immense, and I hope that this Forum will allow us to identify 

opportunities for all of us to take our steps together in this journey down the road where we 

see businesses fully embracing human rights principles, where no one is left behind. 

  

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


