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1. What matters most about European corporate social responsibility to a foreigner like myself? It’s not your small and medium domestic enterprises, they have little directly to do with my world, the developing world. Your transnational corporations on the other hand are an entirely different matter. They are playing an increasing role in determining the economic, ecological and political future of my world. The brightness of that future will be directly proportionate to the actual behaviour of your corporations and the demands you and your society place on them.

2. With corporate social responsibility we don’t find that it’s the small or medium enterprise that’s shaping the debate most from the business side, rather it is the transnational mega-corporations. This is problematic. While not necessarily all angels small and medium enterprises have a real and intractable stake in the area or country they operate in. Their size makes them tamer, a little easier to manage – both for themselves and the host society. With transnational corporations it is a different matter. Locations are proving interchangeable parts of a global production system. This does not de-emphasise the importance of specific locations – they are all strategic.

3. However, because of its size, power and the globally competitive profit-first system it is in, no transnational corporation can afford to be sentimental about any one locale, even its so-called “home.”

4. Just consider the amount of effort devoted to tax avoidance, felicitation of subsidies, curbing unionism, softening regulation and the use of offshore havens – all having the effect of weakening the social fabric and draining public finances. If this has made the promise of the welfare state increasingly harder to deliver upon in Europe, imagine the difficulty for developing countries.

5. I suggest that you can’t get meaningful corporate social responsibility because the system is increasingly encouraging the opposite type of performance. Trade rules are promoting private monopoly dynamics, which means squeezing out small and medium firms everywhere and the growth of the transnational corporation, which I have already pointed out is monstrously difficult to make socially responsible. I am not engaging in alarmism here, I am just pointing out conclusions drawn from readily available facts. Facts such as the increasing dependence of countries on private foreign direct investment as a source of capital. This places an incredible amount of bargaining power in the hands of the private sector versus any one government. This applies as much for the North as it does for the South, although the machinery is skewed in your favour. Facts such as the EC’s requests for liberalisation under GATS, the General Agreement on Trade in Services of the World Trade Organisation. The list reads like an index of small and medium industry sectors and public services. - You even want to liberalise child care - that fortress of protectionism! - Who has the power to take full advantage of GATS in an international trading regime? Not your SMEs, but those hard to tame transnational corporations of course.

6. Transnational corporations can talk about corporate social responsibility and adopt all the attractive postures but when it comes down to a choice between profits and principles they usually go for the former. Let’s take some examples of the gap between rhetoric and reality. HSBC, once known as the Hong Kong-Shanghai Banking Corporation, but is now more anonymous and therefore more globalised under its four-letter acronym. Their latest ad campaign tries to reverse the cultural perception of this very real shift in their wealth-creation model. Each one makes an attempt at a witty play on the essentiality of knowledge of local culture for a global business to be successful. Pretty common sense but designed to reassure the consumer that HSBC is as committed and familiar as any local bank. Thus, this is competitive advertising for hearts and minds in the most innocuous way. 

7. A little like an in-house corporate social responsibility report, HSBC through its adverts is telling us things about itself whether we care to hear them or not, whether they’re true or not. Many transnational companies make a claim about conforming to local culture as part of their business ethic, but this is no replacement for the sense of national belonging that a small, medium or national business will have, for whatever reason. With a transnational corporation what Benedict Anderson described as the “deep horizontal comradeship” felt between members of the same nation is missing – it belongs to all nations and none. During the Argentinean Crisis HSBC was one of the prominent banks who pulled out billions from Argentina as the crisis struck, precipitating a banking crisis and crippling the economy and leaving millions destitute. It did not stick it out like we would expect any citizen to do or any socially responsible individual or company. It fled with its pesos overseas.

8. This was not merely an overnight job, HSBC and Lloyd’s had been assisting Argentinean elites in capital flight for nearly 10 years to the tune of $130 billion. That’s a day-to-day practice for a decade, something quite entrenched into the company’s culture and corporate mission. And they were doing this through policies applauded by the IMF. An IMF which, as we all know, is chaired by Europe.

9. What about those companies that do stick around, and make a commitment to a country, surely they’re better? Better by degrees only. The semiconductor and electronics sector has remained in Malaysia for several decades and been a major provider of employment and a source of national development and wealth. However, jobs are beginning to shift in and out as each company realigns its global production system to whatever suits it best. Malaysia can only try and out-compete other countries to offer enough attractive subsidies and tax breaks to keep old jobs and attract new ones. What about those jobs then? We have no unions in our electronics sector. This is not because our government is a stereotypically despotic Third World state but because when moves were made to legislate unions in the electronics sector the foreign firms ganged up collectively to force Malaysia to outlaw unionisation in this sector. So commitment comes at the cost of a little social violence at the beginning. Not only that, but the market actions of corporate traders in electronic parts is transforming the price dynamics of electronics manufactures, making them as volatile as primary commodities. Who benefits in the long run? Not the workers, but the middle men.

10. I’m not saying all this to moan at or berate you. I’m saying this because this task you’ve set yourselves of pursuing corporate social responsibility is on the whole a commendable one, but I’m not sure if you’ve taken full measure of the sweeping transformations needed to be carried out in Europe’s entrepreneurial and political culture. And I’ll even add that it would apply to your aesthetic culture too.

11. Hay-On-Wye in the UK hosts a prestigious literary festival every year and in 1999 guest of honour was none other than John Browne, chief executive officer of BP, which used to be British Petroleum, but now like HSBC it is globalised and politically-correct such that it calls itself Beyond Petroleum. Aesthetics mixing with business, nothing new I guess since Art and Big Money have had a long and mutually prosperous relationship. But Art forms an index of any society’s values and importantly, its priorities. So do the honours accorded to individuals, John Browne has progressed rapidly from a knighthood to a peerage such that he is now Lord Browne of Madingley. At the very point where BP went beyond being British Petroleum its CEO was given title and land by the head of state. Ironic, but it doesn’t stop there. 

12. We’re all thinking now of a possibly impending war in the Gulf, so is Lord Browne. Like the French oil companies he’s worried that because Britain isn’t joining wholeheartedly with the war effort that nominally British companies like his will lose out when it comes to carving out the spoils of war in Iraq since it may be American companies which are favoured. The foreign policy divisions of oil companies are hard-nosed entities who would probably sit comfortably in a room with men like Henry Kissinger. In an utterly cold-blooded statement befitting this aspect of the oil industry, Lord Browne spoke of his lobbying efforts in Washington and London recently, “We have let it be known that the thing we would like to make sure, if Iraq changes regime, is that there should be a level playing field for the selection of oil companies to go in there if they're needed to do the work there.” 

13. “Level playing field” - Fair play, initiative and forthrightness, all part of good business culture here. And lets not forget political connections – former BP executive Lord Simon has been seconded to Whitehall and Prime Minister Tony Blair’s former personal assistant Anji Hunter is part of BP’s corporate communications team, this is enviable access and influence on government.

14. Speaking of fair play lets just breeze through the CV of Peter Sutherland, former EU Commissioner in charge of competition policy. Can we conclude that his understanding of competitiveness is deepened by his chairmanship of BP, one of the largest firms in the world following its massive merger and acquisition spree? Or his position as chairman of Goldman Sachs, another globe-spanning corporation of which Lord Browne is also a director. And lets not forget his time well-spent giving birth to the WTO as its first Director-General. The WTO Director-Generalship is a notoriously interventionist position, not intervention to help the weakest members, the developing countries, but to advance the case of the strongest, the “Quad” of the US, EC, Canada and Japan. For someone who has held public office on issues of competition and building a purportedly balanced multilateral trade system for the benefit of all its members, Mr. Sutherland seems to be more experienced in the practice of oligopoly and monopoly dynamics.

15. If this had happened in a developing country it would be decried as corruption, over here its simply a career move. That’s a culture that needs to change. But I’m sure you’ll agree with me that the task is profound, that sort of everyday corruption is what makes the system operational; the present scandals wracking the US have shown how widespread and commonplace such corruption is in the richer countries. Unfortunately, the implication is that it is such greed that made those countries rich, if I can paraphrase Gordon Gecko. Are your fellow citizens willing to forego such a proven and lucrative wealth model? - one which only stops working if you get caught. 

16. Corporate social responsibility is more than just what values are adopted and promoted through advertising spend, it is also about the implicit and explicit workings of the business model. Can we seriously sit here and suggest that a company which makes it money through bloodshed – either through the manufacture of weapons, perhaps supported by an export-credit agency, or profiting from the fallout of warmongering, as BP intends to do – is able to be socially responsible except in a most narrow and self-serving sense?  For that matter can the private finance corporations who play a massive role in maintaining crushing Third World debt and frustrating efforts at rapid and effective debt relief really be considered good corporate citizens, or even good citizens for that matter?
17. We need to change the system and there are many many proposals for that and many like debt relief proposals for heavily indebted developing countries are urgent. It is not just a case of having a more wholesome and pleasant culture but of preventing grave humanitarian disasters in the present and near future. I’ve followed the corporate social responsibility sector for some years but there’s one sound which I haven’t heard recognized by it. That sound is the ticking of a time-bomb: – the slide into the end of development for developing countries promoted by declining terms of trade and mounting debt, and the catastrophic impacts of climate change which will wreak havoc amongst the world’s poorest and most vulnerable, in short the developing world. 

18. Transnational corporations play a major and decisive role in the promotion of the problems and causes and have been frustrating efforts at genuine solutions, and a good many European companies are among these. Your governments are not free from blame either as they have been far too responsive to the upper end of the private sector. The revolving door that exists between your private and public sectors only adds to the institutional inertia and corruption that makes corporate social responsibility impossible. By introducing the four new issues of so-called competition, investment, trade facilitation and government procurement in the WTO the EC is pandering to its corporate giants’ monopolist ambitions and abdicating its social responsibility to its ordinary citizens and the developing world. To add insult to injury it is calling this a “Development Agenda” when it spells the ruin of small and medium business in the developing world.

19. These policies may be securing wealth in the short term following the old model but when that development and climate time-bomb explodes do you expect the dispossessed to stay in the devastated zones? No. They will flock to places like Europe as they have always done. You can tighten up your borders as much as you like but you will not stop millions or billions flooding in when disaster strikes. And it is a case of when not if; various specialist bodies of the UN in their respective areas have predicted disaster – the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development – just read their respective reports. The transnational corporations themselves could all but vanish; with anarchy raging around the globe, what good is a global production model if lines of supply are cut, resources destroyed, and capital is unable to work productively due to increased natural disasters or displaced working populations?

20. Ladies and Gentlemen, you came here to discuss values and codes and principles over the next few hours. I’m telling you that unless the approach to the corporate problem is geared up many notches and beyond mere voluntarism you and I will be facing a global security problem of an unimaginable order over the next few decades if not years. Nothing less than the totality of collective human life is at stake. Corporate social responsibility? – It is you who have an incredible responsibility to make difficult but profoundly ethical decisions about the direction of Europe’s corporations and Europe itself. 

21. I’ll part with one final point. The corporate social responsibility sector needs to shift its focus from just the operational and site-specific aspects of business to also include the systemic implications of transnational corporations in the global economy. The macroeconomic shocks which have devastated economies and livelihoods in Asia, Russia and Latin America in the last few years have been precipitated by the actions of the transnational private sector, many domestic firms have perished or been bought up. Nowhere in serious discussions of how to deal with this problem do you find voluntarism advocated, it is a question of regulation and the right kind. And nowhere is regulation more strenuously opposed by transnational business and the politicians who bend to their will. Simple trust will get us nowhere in such a system, it will actually be a setback. We need to encourage self-directed good behaviour but we simultaneously have to lay down laws to prevent bad and destructive behaviour. You need to seriously embrace the idea of new effective regulatory regimes and the improvement of existing ones. If you doubt it just imagine having your country wracked by economic instability, imagine if what happened to Asia, Russia or Argentina happened to Europe, to your carefully crafted Euro – it’s happened already to Britain – would you leave it up to voluntarism?
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