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IN MY VIEW

This question has been mulled over in DEA discussions for a
few years now, without much resolution. ‘Private sector
engagement’ seems to be everywhere else. So does that mean
that we in the global development education movement in the
UK are not making the best of opportunities we could? 

I think it is time we got under the skin of this question a
bit more, and I want to take different elements of it, one at a
time.

‘Business’: let’s start with that word. What does it mean? 
In reality, it covers a huge range of activities. It includes

global corporations, more powerful these days than
governments. Then there are large national companies, and
medium-sized and small enterprises (SMEs), including those
based in our own locality. And of course the term ought also
to encompass micro-enterprise, which actually is how the
majority of the world’s population sustains itself. Which of
these do we mean when we say that ‘business’ is something
with which DE practitioners might engage?

Then there is the distinction between private enterprise
and social enterprise. This one is surely important. 

Most businesses are set up and run for profit. There is a
bottom line – it is their legal duty to maximise the interests of
their shareholders above all others. This is not to say that they
won’t engage in acts of charity or even greater acts of
‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR). They will only do
this, however, if there is a ‘business case’ to do so; this
usually means that they would face a loss of investor
confidence or consumer market if they didn’t. I recently
wrote about this in a guide to CSR for trade unionists.
(Mather, 2006)

This is why it is the garment and sportswear brands and
major retailers who are most active in such activities as the
Ethical Trading Initiative. The ETI is a ‘multi-stakeholder
initiative’ (in the jargon) in the UK which involves
companies, unions, and NGOs (some of whom are DEA
members), aimed at getting better pay, conditions, and respect
for international labour rights in the supplier factories of
developing countries. 

There are risks involved in working with private
enterprise. The last thing we want is to find that a global
corporation with whom we have built a relationship here, is
actually engaged in gross violations of workers’ rights, or
terrible pollution, or corruption, somewhere else. Or that the
company who ticked all the boxes today does something
unethical or even criminal tomorrow. Corporations can be
sophisticated at tailoring their activities to local political
situations or, to put it negatively, getting away with what they
can where and when they can. 

You might say that we run such risks in all the
relationships we build. I think the difference is relative power.
In the deregulated, free market environment of neo-
liberalism, there are fewer legal restrictions on private
enterprise, and companies have greater power to side-step the
rules that remain.

However, these days, campaigners can be equally
sophisticated at corporate monitoring and getting bad news
out around the world. In the UK, there is the Corporate
Responsibility Coalition (CORE), which is supported by over
130 civil society organisations (again, including DEA
members). They include charities and campaigning
organisations such as Amnesty International UK and Friends
of the Earth; unions such as GMB, UNISON and TGWU;
businesses such as the Unity Trust Bank; academic
institutions like the University of Dundee; faith-based groups;
plus elected members of local councils, the British
Parliaments and Assemblies, and the European Parliament
(www.corporate-responsibility.org).

CORE is one of many such organisations around the
world, collaborating on strategy and sharing information, for
example through the European Coalition for Corporate
Justice (ECCJ). These would be places to start checking out
the record of a prospective business partner
(www.corporatejustice.org). 

Some civil society groups have tried to draw up a policy
on their own ‘bottom line’ ethical standards for the private
sector organisations with whom they might work. However,
as I found when consulting some for the DEA a few years
ago, drawing up a set of standards is one thing; verifying
actual behaviour, over place and time, is another.

Social enterprise is a different matter. The cooperative
movement has a long history in the UK: from the Coop
Stores in our neighbourhood, to other workers’ cooperatives
supplying goods and services in the UK market. There are
socially- and ethically-oriented banks, insurance and property
companies, and building societies. Some are still mutually-
owned. There are also the fair trade companies whose market
share is growing. These kinds of business were set up with
ethics as an underpinning principle. At the Development
Education Centre (South Yorkshire), for example, we worked
with the Ethical Property Company, a subsidiary of the
Triodos Bank, to establish our new ‘citizenship’ centre in the
centre of Sheffield. 

Choosing social enterprise over others is one way that we
can differentiate and decide who our potential business
partners might be. It is more consistent within our own value-
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base; and it carries less risk to reputation. It also gives these
businesses an extra boost of publicity and access –
strengthening their role in the ‘market’. That must be good if
we are – as I believe we should be – in the ‘business’ of
promoting sustainable economic alternatives.

‘Engage with’: that’s an interesting term: it doesn’t
actually tell you anything about the potential relationship. Are
they ‘target groups’ or prospective ‘partners’?

What kind of relationship do you think you might have
with, say, a global brand? Could it be a partnership of equals?
Surely not, given the vast difference in resources and power.
But this would vary according to the kind of ‘business’ you
have in mind. 

And who is it in the companies that we imagine talking
to? So often when people say ‘business’ they implicitly mean
‘managers’ or maybe ‘company directors’. In real terms,
however, if you want to ‘engage with’ big companies, you
will probably be talking to their special ‘CSR Department’ or
‘Code Compliance Officer’, if they have one. Nowadays
these are rarely ‘men in suits’; rather often they are young
women in jeans and sweatshirts – earnest, approachable and
likeable, committed to the values of CSR. 

Apart from the limitations of CSR, however, there is a
question of the extent to which what these representatives are
doing is actually part of the ‘core business values’ of their
company. There’s a rumour that in some firms others
nickname the CSR Department the ‘sales prevention team’.
More seriously, a three-year impact assessment of the ETI by
researchers at the Institute of Development Studies reveals
how little CSR has actually entered into the ‘core business
values’ of even ETI member companies. Price and lead-times
for orders still drive the relationships they have with their
suppliers in the developing countries, keeping down the terms
and conditions of the workers who produce our consumer
goods. (Barrientos and Smith, 2006)

Trade unions tend to have a different take on who actually
is ‘the business’. Of course, managers like to promote the
image that it is they who ‘are’ the business. Isn’t that part of
the ideology, though? Is not the workforce also part of ‘the
business’? Is it not the workers who actually create the value?
So when I see a question about ‘business or trade unions’, I
have to admit the phrase does grate.

There is still much to do to build better collaboration
between the unions and others in DE. It is something that we
have tried to address through the Trade Union Working
Group of the DEA, of which I am currently the Chair – but
with very limited impact. We don’t have the alliances that
exist in many other countries, with their ‘social movements’.
There are many historical reasons, and it is still a debate to
win with some in the British unions. There simply has to be
room for much more collaboration, at local as well as
national levels, between DE practitioners and trade unions,
doing education work together in schools or communities,
especially about the link between workers’ rights and
sustainable development.

What does seem clear, to me anyway, is that it would be
quite contradictory for any non-union DE organisation to
develop a project with ‘business’ but at the same time ignore
or exclude its workforce, especially if organised in a trade
union, or fail to build in a union perspective. After all
workers’ rights are fundamental human rights, and essential
principles for a sustainable world.

Engage for what purpose? Yes, what is the aim? 
Is it seen as a way to draw in more funding or resources?

I’m sure there are companies willing to give sponsorship for
their own reasons, such as consumer visibility. But then we
are back to reputation risk for those sponsored, and bigger
questions of how this squares with promoting economic
justice and sustainability.

Could/should it be seen, rather, as an educational project?
And by that I mean educational for the business itself ... for
the workers, the union, the staff and, dare I mention it, for
senior management, directors, and even shareholders.
Educational about their business, about the impact they are
having – socially, economically and politically; about how
they are, or are not, contributing to sustainable development,
and what they might to do to improve this. I could imagine
projects along these lines. Are there companies willing to
take up such a challenge?

This is something we don’t seem to have put together yet –
examples of good practice. I am aware of a few early-stage
initiatives. But are there existing fruitful collaborations from
which we can learn – involving DE practitioners, business
managers, workers/unions and shareholders which are
fundamentally about education within business about their
own role in creating a sustainable economic future for all? If
so, I think it is time we brought them together.

In the case that we are just starting out, however, let us be
a bit canny in how we identify any ‘business’ with whom we
might want to collaborate, who it is within business with
whom we want to work, what kind of relationship we expect
to build, and what it is exactly we want to do – educationally
– with them. 
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