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ActionAid has seen, over the last 10 years of being part of the Fair, Green and 
Global Alliance, that when women and communities take matters into their own 
hands, they can make great gains towards improved corporate conduct and the 
protection of human rights. Consider, for instance, Kaweri, Uganda, which has 
seen thousands of people displaced and forced into absolute poverty due to 
the arrival of a foreign-owned coffee plantation in the area. The community, with 
support from ActionAid, has sought legal redress and, after almost 20 years of 
struggle, these families have now been promised due compensation. 

• In Marereni, Kenya and Musele, Zambia, communities succeeded in addressing detrimental impacts on their 
water supplies, by holding companies to account for their pollution.

• In Yala swamp, Kenya, women’s mobilisation resulted in the protection of an essential ecosystem and local 
livelihoods.

• In Matarbari, Bangladesh, community mobilisation and advocacy strategies have resulted in redress for some 
affected people and have reversed several socio-economic impacts of a large-scale energy project.

• In Koh Kong, Cambodia, 175 families received redress for a land grab by a sugar cane company and, thanks to 
human rights workshops, are now more resilient in the face of future violations. 

• Communities from Bru Sra, Cambodia and the Zambian copper belt embarked on successful international 
litigation strategy to address the rights violations suffered at the hands of multinationals. 

• In Mozambique, after sustained pressure by the community with support of ActionAid, a food-producing 
company has pledged to reinvest 20% of its profits in community development. 

• In Marange, Zimbabwe, community members have been trained to become environmental monitors and gained 
knowledge on safeguard mechanisms under Zimbabwean law that will protect their rights in the future.

• In Mutoke, Zimbabwe, communities successfully advocated for the instalment of a grievance mechanism at a 
polluting diamond company.

The aim of the report is to showcase communities’ strategies and efforts to improve corporate conduct, in the 
hope that the lessons learned and recommendations might be used by policymakers, civil society, corporations 
and communities in the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals and full realization of human rights. 

• In Uganda, Cambodia, Zimbabwe and many other contexts we realized that enabling women and their 
communities to take matters in their own hands, by financially supporting them and by means of capacity-
building, is fundamental to structural change. In Zimbabwe, for example, community members were trained to 
become environmental monitors, which enabled them to spot and challenge corporate violations. Strengthening 
this capacity also meant they started holding public officials accountable on mineral governance and public 
finance management in the mining sector, by employing their knowledge of Zimbabwean law.

• In Bangladesh we saw that capacity-building at an international level can bring tangible change. The Japan 
Centre for Sustainable Development was key to influencing the public opinion in Japan and therefore the 
Japanese investor. Similar results were obtained working on international litigation processes in Zambia and 

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

This report shows the inspiring ways and 
strategies through which women and their 
communities in Africa and Asia have addressed 
human rights violations perpetuated by 
corporations, demanding accountability from 
governments and addressing the flaws in our 
global economic system. 

“WHEN WOMEN AND COMMUNITIES TAKE MATTERS INTO 
THEIR OWN HANDS, THEY CAN MAKE GREAT GAINS 

TOWARDS IMPROVED CORPORATE CONDUCT AND THE
PROTECTION OF HUMAN RIGHTS.

 Key lessons learned: 

 The chapters include: 
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Cambodia. Working in multiple countries led to more entry points for influencing and thus a greater chance of 
success. 

• In many cases, such as in Cambodia, Mozambique and Zambia, we learned that upholding principled, open 
engagement and developing relationships with companies who are receptive to having dialogue with 
the affected communities has been valuable and must be maintained. This allows us to accurately complete 
research, advocate directly to companies, and monitor their engagement with the dispute resolution processes.

• The work in Kenya and Zimbabwe showed us how working with different actors such as paralegals, 
government and governmental agencies and scientists can be instrumental in addressing a rights violation. 
In Kenya, for example, women’s advocacy was corroborated by scientific tests made on local water resources. 
These results proved that most were highly contaminated, which showed the extent to which corporate abuse 
was taking place. In turn, this was essential to making our voices more convincing and our rights defence 
strategy more grounded.

• Our work in the Netherlands around the UN treaty on Business & Human Rights and bilateral tax treaties taught
us that solidarity in movements is essential. By being part of the Feminists for a Binding Treaty and the Tax 
Justice Network, we have been able to effectively highlight feminist demands during the discussions as well as 
raise awareness regarding tax avoidance’s adversities.  

“GOVERNMENTS MUST UPHOLD COMMITMENTS MADE TO HUMAN RIGHTS 
AND GENDER EQUALITY BY OBLIGING CORPORATIONS AND INVESTORS 
TO RESPECT HUMAN RIGHTS AND BY ESTABLISHING ADEQUATE SOCIAL 
AND ENVIRONMENTAL SAFEGUARDS TO ACCOMPANY INVESTMENT AND 

CORPORATE CONDUCT.
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Over a number of years working with communities affected by corporate human 
rights violations, ActionAid has found that when communities are informed, 
organised, mobilised and working together, they have the power to influence 
agendas in public debate and decision-making spaces, from media coverage 
to meeting rooms. When women are at the forefront of these interventions, they 
can improve their lives for the better.

People power through lobby and advocacy and mutual capacity development 
can make a real difference in restoring the power balance between commu-
nities and corporations in global value chains. In short: people power works! 
Yet people power by itself is not enough. As we have seen in the Kenyan cases, 
for example, community-based organisations are more effective when they work 
together. In countries with repressive governments and severely shrinking civic 
space, working together brings more safety. Working together with multiple 
different actors, such as government, media and INGOs, offers more pressure 
points for influencing. In this way, a struggle against a company violating land 
rights can for example be addressed with local and national authorities and 
media, or the international mother company of the subsidiary, as we have seen 
in the Zambian cases. ActionAid’s way of working, where specific instances of 

rights violations happening in communities are addressed and, at the same time, 
ActionAid and partners are advocating for better regulation on for example in-
vestment and land rights to prevent all rights violations nationally and worldwide, 
leads to more structural results.

By investing in mutual capacity development, offering financial and other support 
so that partners, movements and community-based organisations can follow 
their own mission and set their own priorities, ActionAid enables them to build 
longer term relationships with communities, invest in capacity development of 
the organisations, and adapt plans according to changing contexts, enabling 
them to respond to emerging lobby and advocacy opportunities. In the end, 
these organisations can plan for long-term processes and build stronger com-
munity capacity.

Governments play an important part in ActionAid’s strategy because as the main 
duty bearers, they must create the preconditions to realise the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals and protect human rights. Governments must create a strong 
regulatory system that protects people and the environment to make sure trade, 
investment and corporate conduct is in line with the 2030 agenda. In order to 
do so, it is important that all people can be heard and to participate in deci-
sion-making processes that will influence their lives, specifically when it comes to 
financial and economic policies. Nothing about us, without us. Therefore, gov-
ernments must protect civic space and make sure there are adequate protection 
mechanisms for those that are speaking out and standing up for their rights.

As many of the previous chapters show, the protection of human rights and 
responsible corporate conduct is no longer the business of just one country or 
government, as the world’s supply chains are increasingly connected through 
global trade. Therefore governments, civil society and other actors need to work 
together to reshape global value chains in a way that is sustainable, gender-just 
and promotes human rights. ActionAid will continue to support communities 
in Africa, Asia and Latin America to do just that:  to defend their human rights 
against powerful multinationals, to hold companies to account and to bring jus-
tice to people around the world.

WHAT’S 
NEXT?

What’s next for communities affected by corporate human 
rights violations and ActionAid’s partners worldwide?

“PEOPLE POWER THROUGH LOBBY AND ADVOCACY AND 
MUTUAL CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT CAN MAKE A REAL 

DIFFERENCE IN RESTORING THE POWER BALANCE.
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GOVERNMENTS AND DECISION-MAKERS SHOULD COMMIT TO:
• Reforming land and environmental laws to protect communities and land rights, especially when legal gaps leave

community members with no official property titles.
• Promoting national laws that enhance women’s control of land and other natural resources.
• Making sure that mechanisms that oblige corporations to assess the impacts of investments and projects on 

women, communities and the environment are in place. These need to be conducted, prior to the start of the 
investment/project, by impartial, independent third parties and in consultation with (possibly) affected communi-
ties, experts and civil society

• Leasing community land if and only if informed community members democratically give their Free, Prior and 
Informed Consent, as recognised in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

• Ensuring that (women) human rights defenders and whistle blowers are adequately protected. For example, by 
establishing early warning systems and protection mechanisms, by preventing defamation and slander cam-
paigns and publicly condemning them, and by terminating criminal investigations into human rights defenders 
– directing these instead at those perpetrating violence against them, including corporate actors and public 
authorities.

• Creating inclusive and participative decision-making processes, specifically when it comes to trade, macroe-
conomic and financial matters, so that citizens, and women in particular, can decide on policies that will have an 
impact on their lives.

• Supporting and actively engaging in the process to come to a UN binding treaty on business and human rights.

COMPANIES SHOULD COMMIT TO:
• Implementing their human rights due diligence responsibilities under the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enter-

prises and the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights;
• Conducting human rights, gender and environmental impact assessments before commencing operations or 

investments, in meaningful consultation with possibly affected communities, civil society and gender experts. 
The findings from this impact assessment should be integrated in all relevant processes, and businesses should 
take a range of gender responsive measures to prevent and mitigate these impacts. For example, modifying 
an ongoing project to prevent or minimise adverse impacts on women, or providing effective remedy when the 
adverse impacts have already occurred.

• Communicating adequate and easily accessible information to possible affected rightsholders, taking account of 
language and literacy levels. This should include information on gender discrimination and possible differentiated 
impacts for women.

POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS

BOX 3: 8 POWERFUL LESSONS WE HAVE LEARNED FROM THE 
COMMUNITIES ADVOCATING FOR HUMAN RIGHTS AROUND THE WORLD 

1. Strategizing on building unified community momentum. Solidarity, in this sense, is understood as a key
component to successful resolutions in instances of corporate abuse.

2. Collaborating with each other. Fostering the development of local and specific grassroots CBOs, 
whose members can better speak for themselves, their issues and their needs. 

3. Engaging in capacity-building training, thereby informing the affected community about the instruments 
available to challenge and prevent abuse. 

4. Building international alliances and fostering exchanges with like-minded CSOs and communities, 
especially if the (mother) companies have their headquarters in other countries.

5. Including the voices of women, youth, rural people and other marginalized communities in 
organizations. This, in turn, will make sure that grass-root organisations truly reflect the needs of those 
of who are most marginalised.

6. Collecting and documenting, consistently and systematically, instances of corporate abuses as well as
their impacts on communities and women. These should then serve to create public awareness and 
seek justice when needed. 

7. Finding willing international and governmental agencies to establish trustworthy relationships. 
Environmental agencies, national human rights commissions, etc. can be powerful allies when creating 
a dialogue with governments. 

8. Establishing safety mechanism to shield (women) human rights defenders from likely threats and 
abuses. Knowledge on how to best safeguard activists should be provided with specific trainings. 
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• Offering remedies that are effective, timely and gender transformative, while considering the specific barriers 
women experience in accessing justice. Corporate grievance mechanisms must be accessible, efficient, safe 
and fair to women.

• Assessing, as part of wider due diligence processes, the risk posed to women’s human rights through their tax 
strategies and structures, as corporate tax avoidance deprives governments of much needed resources to fund 
gender responsive public services. Businesses must better align their tax practices with responsible tax behav-
iour, including by reporting publicly about their tax payments, and aligning them with economic activities so that 
taxes are paid where the activity takes place.

WEALTHY COUNTRIES AND TRADING BLOCKS IN THE GLOBAL NORTH SHOULD COMMIT TO:
• Carrying out their responsibilities under the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and the UN Guiding 

Principles on Business and Human Rights: oblige internationally operating countries to respect human rights and 
the environment in their supply chains by instituting mandatory human rights due diligence legislation

• Support and actively engage in the international process to come to an UN binding treaty on Business and 
Human Rights. 

• Including strong human rights safeguards and a requirement for gender responsive impact assessments in all 
national and international instruments of promotion of the private sector, such as export credit agencies or other 
forms of subsidies to operate abroad, so that measures are put in place to ensure that women’s rights are not 
harmed.

• Ensuring that their legal systems make remedies accessible, efficient, safe and fair to women and all affected 
communities. For example, by revising the high costs associated with court procedures, reversing the burden of 
proof or providing legal aid, as women are more likely to be financially dependent.

• Making sure that public, private and international grievance mechanisms are accessible, efficient, safe and fair to 
affected communities.

• Supporting, financially and diplomatically, Human Rights Defenders and their organisations and defend civic 
space.  
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“GOVERNMENTS, CIVIL SOCIETY AND OTHER ACTORS 
NEED TO WORK TOGETHER TO RESHAPE GLOBAL 
VALUE CHAINS IN A WAY THAT IS SUSTAINABLE, 
GENDER-JUST AND PROMOTES HUMAN RIGHTS. 

ACTIONAID WILL CONTINUE TO SUPPORT 
COMMUNITIES IN AFRICA, ASIA AND LATIN AMERICA 
TO DO JUST THAT: TO DEFEND THEIR HUMAN RIGHTS 

AGAINST POWERFUL MULTINATIONALS, TO HOLD 
COMPANIES TO ACCOUNT AND TO BRING JUSTICE TO 

PEOPLE AROUND THE WORLD.
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