Presentation to the Government Roundtables on Corporate Social Responsibility, Toronto, September 13, 2006

Ladies and Gentlemen, 
I represent DEVELOPMENT AND PEACE, the official international development agency of the Canadian Catholic Church. It was founded in 1967 to fight poverty in the countries of the South, and to promote greater international justice.  
The social responsibility of Canadian mining, oil and gas companies operating overseas is an issue that our partner organizations in the South constantly raise.  I have just returned from the Niger Delta region of Nigeria, where our partner Third World Network Africa organised a Pan African meeting on communities affected by mining.  The meeting brought together community and non-governmental organisations and academics from across Africa, and I have brought with me a written message to the government from this meeting.  All present shared the same preoccupation: communities endowed with natural resource wealth are some of the poorest on the continent.  In many cases, Canadian companies are operating in these communities.   
The fact that some Canadian companies operating overseas have been implicated in human rights violations, environmental destruction, and have failed to adequately consult affected communities is well documented.  Some are suspected of aiding and abetting corrupt government officials by paying bribes for resource extraction concessions.    In many cases, the company’s presence in a developing country has overall done little to improve the lot of the poor there, and often has made things worse for the affected community.  Sometimes, this is because the company has been offered a tax break and pays taxes that amount to an inadequate contribution towards development.  In other cases, corrupt local officials have siphoned off payments instead of investing them in development.  
Development and Peace believes that Canadian extractive companies could make a positive contribution and help countries in the South where they operate to meet the UN Millennium Development Goals.  These goals, endorsed by Canada, aim to halve global poverty by 2015, and have some specific targets in education, maternal health and other areas.  However, we believe that companies cannot effectively contribute alone to countries’ meeting the MDGS; they need the support and coordination of the Canadian government.  

Foreign exchange earnings can obviously help a country to meet these poverty reduction goals by 2015.  But any investment is not necessarily good investment that will automatically contribute to development.  Sometimes, the long term negative environmental and social impacts from a mine can outweigh the benefits provided by a few short term jobs and some other social projects. 
As a way of ensuring that host communities benefit from taxes and royalties paid by Canadian companies, we recommend that Canada should firstly promote transparency regarding payments made.  Canada should sign up to the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, and urge all countries where Canadian companies operate to also do so.  This is just the first step, as how the money is spent is the real issue.  But payments made to host governments should be public knowledge, and not shrouded in secrecy, as has often been the case. 

As a further way of ensuring that host communities benefit from the activities of Canadian corporations, we also recommend that Canada should put aside a percentage of the taxes paid by corporations in Canada.  These monies could be channelled into a CIDA administered development fund to directly benefit affected local communities.
 There are some Millennium Development Goals on which Canadian companies operating overseas can have an even more direct effect:
· Goal 7 - Ensure environmental sustainability, 
· And reduce by half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water

All too often, Canadian companies have failed to respect basic environmental norms.   In one country where we work, a Canadian company’s mining activities have caused rivers to dry up, and reduced access to water for the local population. Canada should offer incentives to companies who comply with international standards, and deny public support to companies whose actions cause environmental devastation. 
Canadian companies can also play a role in Millennium Development Goal number 8, to develop a global partnership for development that includes a commitment to good governance, development and poverty reduction.  
There is a role for Canadian companies to play by actively promoting the principles of good governance and development.  The Canadian government should take action to ensure that the operations of its companies abroad are not in conflict with principles that are not only at the core of Canadian foreign policy but also at the centre of international principles of human rights and development.  
Some have argued that it is up to host governments to regulate the activities of foreign corporations on their territory.  While in theory we agree that this principle is the ideal, in practice this is a disingenuous argument that turns a blind eye to the fact that many governments in the South lack the necessary regulatory frameworks.  Many governments in the South have come under pressure from multilateral bodies, in particular, the World Trade Organization, to accept any kind of foreign investment.  The notion that any investment is good investment is a myth.   Such pressure in fact further erodes the ability of Southern governments to effectively regulate foreign corporations.  
Neither can we ignore the fact of endemic corruption that is prevalent in many countries of the South. Many Southern civil society movements look to established democracies such as Canada, to support them in their struggle against corruption.  In particular, in countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo, where democracy building and good governance are at the centre of Canadian foreign policy, Canadian companies cannot be allowed to aid and abet the very corrupt practices that we are seeking to end. 
Finally, some have argued that voluntary codes are the way to ensure high standards of corporate social responsibility abroad.  Yet corporations continue to act irresponsibly, despite the proliferation in recent years of such codes.  We must therefore conclude that voluntary codes alone are inadequate.   Companies must be held to account by binding norms that reward best practices and deny public support to those who act irresponsibly. 
In the words of civil society organizations gathered in Port Harcourt, Nigeria:

“The need for intervention by the government of Canada is very compelling and imperative on account of three main factors. Firstly, the fact that Africa is endowed with relatively large mineral and petroleum potentials and yet the least economically developed continent. Secondly, this is a continent with weak extractive sector governance, policy and regulatory framework. Thirdly, Canada’s own image as a beacon of good values, democracy, good governance and champion of peace could be severely undermined by the activities of transnational mining companies incorporated in Canada or listed on Canadian stock exchange.

    We therefore wish to call on the Government of Canada to use the opportunity offered by its own multistakeholder processes to develop mechanisms for influencing and regulating mining companies that are listed and or home to Canada but operating internationally in particular in Africa.”

Thank you.  
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