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About Verisk Maplecroft
For over 10 years, Verisk Maplecroft has pioneered the quantification of 
hard-to-measure risks. We offer a 360° perspective on risk by combining 
the world’s most comprehensive portfolio of global risk indices with 
on-the-ground insights and expert independent analysis. These provide 
organisations with the tools they need to systematically map the risk 
exposure of their global locations, investments and suppliers and to 
understand and anticipate emerging risks to their business or sector.

For more information on all Verisk Maplecroft products and services, visit 
maplecroft.com
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Our people 

With over 10 years in the field, Verisk Maplecroft is an internationally recognised source of human rights data, 
research and consultancy services. The world’s largest companies work with our trusted team of experts to 
develop and execute human rights due diligence strategies that have a tangible impact on the way they source 
goods and conduct business.

Our human rights team is divided into three areas: Analytics specialists lead the production of our 31 human 
rights and development risk indices; expert consultants work with clients to scope out tailored solutions; and our 
researchers apply in-depth analysis to help companies identify and understand their risk.
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Executive summary 

In a global environment that demands better corporate performance in human rights, the challenges of 
sustainable procurement, tackling modern slavery risks and building social licence to operate are becoming ever 
more complex. 

Our 2019 Human Rights Outlook 2019 examines key developments in human rights across the globe. This year we 
use a combination of our global risk analytics and expert analysis to unwrap five diverse human rights issues that 
will have a fundamental bearing on the way global companies conduct business or manage their supply chains.

Overall, two key themes have emerged from our research. 

 ■ Fast-moving developments in technology, such as advanced surveillance methods and the rising demand for 
renewable energy, will leave companies grappling with human rights issues that may not have surfaced for 
them before. 

 ■ Companies cannot view human rights issues in isolation. They also need to understand the drivers of risk, 
including cross-cutting external factors, such as climate change and political risk, which will shape the 
current and future operating environment.

Research topics

Freedom of speech and privacy 

We’ve seen the number of countries rated ‘extreme risk’ in our Freedom of Expression and Right to Privacy 
indices rise significantly and expand beyond the most hardcore autocratic states. This tells us that more 
countries are now prioritising control of the public narrative and the quashing of public dissent above the rights 
of citizens. This has worrying implications for tech and media companies, but all sectors should take note – 
moves in this direction can signify a worsening of the rule of law.

Climate change and modern slavery

Climate change is already driving migration, with rural populations moving towards urban centres or making 
perilous journeys to reach wealthier nations. But as these numbers surge so does the likelihood that vulnerable 
migrants will be subject to exploitation, including modern slavery. We use our data to identify the regions 
migrants are most likely to originate from, where they will head, and what the risks of modern slavery are for 
them and company supply chains. 

Xinjiang labour camps

With over a million Uighurs now detained in camps, the likelihood of more companies being swept into 
controversy over the use of forced and child labour in China’s Xinjiang region is increasing. Apparel brands have 
already been linked to labour rights abuses, but there is evidence to suggest these violations could move beyond 
the sector and even China’s borders, as raw materials produced in Xinjiang are being used in manufacturing in 
other countries.  
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Escalating anti-mining protests in Latin America

Over the last decade, the number of socio-environmental conflicts against mining projects in Latin America has 
spiralled. We assess nine regional mining jurisdictions against key human rights issues that can help drive an 
environment of protest, including indigenous rights, labour rights and security force violations. What we find is 
that there is a growing need for mining firms to improve how they secure and maintain social licence to operate.

Renewable energy and human rights

The green energy revolution is well underway, led by new technologies and the adoption of cleaner alternatives 
to fossil fuels. But is there a darker side to renewable energy? We explore the human rights issues that may 
be flying under the radar for the sector, including labour rights violations in the production of solar panels and 
biofuel feedstocks, alongside the land rights abuses against vulnerable communities that can occur in the 
development of wind projects.
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‘Strongmen’ regimes lead charge against freedom of 
speech and privacy 1  

 ■ To control the public narrative, more governments are clamping down on critical voices in the media and 
digital spaces 

 ■ The number of ‘extreme risk’ countries in our Freedom of Expression and the Right to Privacy indices rise 
significantly over the last two years  

 ■ Risks to the business environment on the cards as more states adopt measures to curtail rights

Issue

Curbing freedom of speech and eroding the privacy of citizens is a crucial weapon in the authoritarian playbook 
to quell voices of dissent and solidify political power. The issue has obvious and immediate implications for the 
media, NGOs, protest groups and private citizens. But the risks to business, especially companies operating in 
the ICT, tech and media sectors, are also increasing.  

Data from our Right to Privacy and Freedom of Expression indices reveals a significant uptick in the number of 
countries rated ‘extreme risk’ for these issues. 

Worryingly, the erosion of these rights is expanding beyond the most hardcore autocratic states, such as North 
Korea, China, Saudi Arabia and Russia. More countries are now following the lead of these regimes by adopting 
more stringent practices to control the public narrative around their actions, including the erosion of data 
privacy, the monitoring of citizens through technology, crackdowns on protests and the jailing of journalists.   

Our Democratic Governance Index – used as an indicator of authoritarian regimes – identifies 28 countries as 
‘extreme risk.’ However, over double this number of countries, 58 in total, are in the same risk category in our 
Freedom of Expression and Right to Privacy indices. A 10% increase in the number of ‘extreme risk’ countries for 
both indices over the last three years shows that these risks are creeping beyond where you might most expect 
to find them.

Challenges and opportunities

The business challenges related to freedom of speech and privacy are most obvious for ICT, tech and media 
firms, but there are direct and indirect implications for all foreign companies. Declines in privacy and freedom 
of expression, for instance, can signify where the rule of law may be under threat from governments, which can 
undermine the overall business environment.

Operating in countries where the internet is tightly controlled, such as China, presents significant reputational 
risks to business. The protection of online data, including browsing history, is crucial to ensure the safety of 
citizens who can be targeted for their political or religious views and for securing private company information 
and intellectual property. 

Photo: iStock

Sofia Nazalya
Human Rights Analyst

Sam Haynes
Head of Indices
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With the right to privacy deteriorating in more countries, it is contingent on ICT companies to create innovative 
solutions to protect consumers and businesses alike. Failure to do so will create severe reputational damage for 
their brands.

Ongoing scrutiny from civil society stakeholders and within tech companies themselves will be instrumental in 
guarding standards for data privacy and transparency. For example, internal activism from hundreds of Google 
employees in August 2018 saw the shutdown of the Dragonfly search engine, which would have complied with 
China’s state censorship regulations.

The safety of journalists is the primary concern for media organisations, as this type of intimidation is a key 
route to silence criticism for governments. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), 250 
journalists were imprisoned in 2018, with China, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Vietnam responsible for 167 of 
these. 

While Turkey isn’t one of the countries flagged as ‘extreme risk’ in the Democratic Governance Index, it has 
been downgraded to ‘high risk’. Under the leadership of President Erdogan, the country jailed more journalists 
than any other in 2018, which is reflected in its fall from 31st to 22nd highest risk in the Freedom Of Expression 
Index. 

What the data says

Threats to privacy and freedom of speech spread

Data from our Right to Privacy Index show that in 2019 a total of 58 countries were categorised as ‘extreme 
risk’ compared to 53 in 2017, representing a 9% increase. Similarly, there is an upward trend in the number of 
‘extreme risk’ countries in our Freedom of Opinion and Expression Index, up from 52 in 2017 to 58 in this year’s 
index – an increase of 11%.

This suggests a rising tendency for governments to adopt more extreme measures to protect their own 
interests. Cambodia, a country which saw one of the biggest increases in risk in the two indices, is a prime 
example. In the lead up to national elections in 2018, the Hun Sen government cracked down on free speech by 
putting in place extensive online surveillance, including an order to transmit all internet traffic through a state-
owned data management centre. The country saw a sharp increase in arrests and prosecutions for dissenting 
online speech. 

The countries dropping into the ‘extreme risk’ category of both indices over the last two years include: Djibouti, 
Somalia, Cambodia, Zambia, Tanzania and Kenya for the right to privacy, and Venezuela, Qatar, PNG, Kyrgyzstan, 
Uganda, Morocco and Mozambique for freedom of expression.

Figure 1 shows the changing scores for 10 ‘extreme risk’ countries, that are highly autocratic or have growing 
authoritarian traits. Using an aggregate of our Freedom of Expression and Right to Privacy indices we can see 
countries that already have a significant grip on the rights of citizens, such as China, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, 
show little improvement, while those trying to exert more control, including Cambodia, Laos and Turkey, have 
seen a significant rise in risk over the last two years. 

The figure also illustrates the number of internet users that face extreme risks of online restrictions. China, 
home to a fifth of the world’s internet users, faces the most severe internet restrictions and has the lowest 
aggregate score for Freedom of Expression and Right to Privacy. 
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Spotlight

China’s impending Social Credit System to have far-reaching implications for business

One of the most significant developments that companies operating in China need to look out for is the 
controversial Social Credit System. The mass surveillance system, expected to be implemented nation-wide by 
2020, will have far-reaching implications for companies in terms of data privacy. The system has invited mixed 
reactions, with critics claiming companies could face being blacklisted for opposing the government’s stance on 
human rights issues. 

Extreme surveillance is already taking place in the Xinjiang region, home to the Uighur Muslim minority. The use 
of facial recognition technology, integrated into extensive surveillance camera networks, racially targets Uighurs 
for selective search and review. 

The planned application of the Social Credit System on Chinese citizens is not encouraging. Even though 
the system is in early development, human rights groups report that it has already been used to restrict free 
movement of those deemed to be critical of the state. Aside from the impact arising from their own social credit 
scores, companies will also need to consider the implications of sharing data with the Chinese government. 
China’s status as one of the highest risk countries for these issues is therefore not likely to improve.

© Verisk Maplecroft 2019
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Aggregate risk: Freedom of Expression/Right to Privacy Index
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Arabia

Venezuela Myanmar UAE Cambodia Laos

Number of internet users (millions)
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Figure 1: Millions under authoritarian regimes face declining free speech and privacy rights

Source: Verisk Maplecroft, 2019
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Xinjiang supply chain risks intensify and extend 
beyond China’s borders2  

Verisk Maplecroft  |  Human Rights Outlook 2019

 ■ Standard due diligence practices are unlikely to be effective in preventing links to forced labour violations in 
the manufacturing of goods in Xinjiang by Uighur detainees

 ■ Brands sourcing goods from China are facing criticism over their failure to address potential links to abuses

 ■ Raw materials, including cotton, from Xinjiang are also linked to forced labour, raising the risk of supply chain 
association with these issues in other apparel-manufacturing countries

Issue

As more reports emerge about ongoing human rights abuses in China’s Xinjiang region against the indigenous 
Uighur population, the likelihood of more companies being swept into controversy over the use of forced and 
child labour in Xinjiang increases. 

The supply chains of apparel brands have already been linked to labour rights abuses, but there is evidence to 
suggest these violations could move beyond the sector and even China’s borders, as raw materials produced in 
Xinjiang are being used in manufacturing in other countries.  

Ethnic tensions have simmered in Xinjiang for decades, but bloody riots in 2009 marked the beginning of a new 
chapter of escalating violence that, in turn, triggered a heavy-handed security crackdown. These include: separating 
children from their families to indoctrinate them into Han Chinese culture and the mass detention of young adults in 
custom-built internment camps over government fears they may be susceptible to extremist activities. 

Beijing claims that the forced labour engaged at these facilities is vocational training meant to help students 
integrate into Chinese society and improve their economic well-being. However, the government line on this 
won’t help the reputation of brands that are found to be associated with widespread violations of the rights of 
hundreds of thousands of Uighurs.

Estimates suggest that over a million people have been detained, though it is difficult to determine accurate 
numbers because of reporting restrictions in the region. There is evidence that can help gauge the scale of 
mass detentions. The Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) has created a database of known detention 
facilities in the region and tracked the build-up of existing and new facilities since 2016. Figure 1 shows a 
substantial percentage increase of known and suspected detention facilities in Kashgar, Hotan and Urumqi 
between Jan 2016 and Sep 2018. 

Ryan Ahern 
Senior Commodities Analyst
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Figure 1: Expansion of confirmed and suspected Uighur detention facilities in Xinjiang

Challenges and opportunities

Given the lack of solid information emerging from the region, standard due diligence practices are unlikely to be 
effective in preventing links to violations in the manufacturing of goods in Xinjiang. So far, brands in the apparel 
and food processing sectors have been linked directly to factories using forced labour at the re-education 
facilities. However, there is evidence that suggests that all manufacturing supply chains linked to China are at 
risk of having association with forced labour and other abuses in the region.

Following the emergence of reports about the use of forced labour in the camps, the Chinese government has 
used state-run media to try and put a more positive spin on the facilities. We researched reports in Chinese 
language media that contained statements from government officials about the types of ‘vocational training’ 
detainees are receiving in the camps. These state that many of the re-education camps provide training 
in apparel and footwear manufacturing, food processing and electronics manufacturing. It is likely that if 
components for these sectors are being made by detainees, the government will do its best to make them 
untraceable to other supply chains. 
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Reports emerge about increased spending on 
security in the region and Uighur families of Pakistani 

merchants disappearing to re-education camps

30/5/2018: Business Insider and Economist 
report on the large-scale expansion of 

detention centres in the region

17/12/2018: NY Times reports that China is using 
forced labour from the camps in clothing factories, 

which could be linked to western supply chains

Figure 2: Twitter mentions of forced labour in Xinjiang reveal risks for apparel companies

Source: Verisk Maplecroft, 2019

What the data says

Tracking social media shows heightened scrutiny of Xinjiang violations

Since 2018, news outlets have been uncovering greater details about the abuses carried out by the Chinese 
government in Xinjiang. As these reports have emerged, the public has become more aware of the situation and 
brands sourcing goods from China are starting to face criticism over their failure to address potential links of 
abuses to their supply chains. 

To quantify the increased risk to brands, we used natural language processing to examine anonymised data 
from Twitter’s API to trace the volume of tweets about forced labour in Xinjiang’s detention facilities between 
January 2017 and June 2019.

Figure 2 shows there has been a sustained high-volume of attention on the issue since reports on the detention 
centres emerged at the end of May 2018, with mentions spiking at the end of 2018 following reports that forced 
labour has been linked to apparel supply chains.

Spotlight

Cotton exports from Xinjiang could taint apparel supply chains

The abuses against Uighur communities in Xinjiang go beyond the use of forced labour in re-education centres. 
The production of key raw materials from the region, many of which play an important role in all manufacturing 
in China, is also linked to abuses such as forced and Child labour. 

The greatest raw material risk is linked to the production of cotton. China is the world’s largest producer of 
cotton and according to China’s National Bureau of Statistics 74.4% of its cotton is produced in Xinjiang. 
According to our commodity risk assessment, Chinese cotton has been directly linked to child and forced labour, 
as women and children have had to work in the cotton harvest to make up for the lost wages of detained men.   
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Due to the prevalence of Chinese cotton in the global apparel industry, China is a major exporter of cotton-based 
textiles to other garment producers in the region such as Bangladesh, Cambodia and Vietnam, links to abuses in 
Xinjiang are likely to spread well beyond China’s borders. Other materials to look out for include cashmere wool, 
which is often imported into the region from Mongolia to be processed in factories. 

As China expands its Belt and Road initiative, Xinjiang will be a major springboard for Chinese economic activity 
into Central Asia. The region’s importance is one of the driving factors behind Beijing’s tightening grip over 
Uighur communities. Therefore, abuses faced by local communities are also likely to escalate.



14        Verisk Analytics Official Public Information © Verisk Maplecroft 2019 | maplecroft.com

Modern slavery risks set to rise as number of climate 
migrants surge3  

 ■ Climate threats in Africa, Asia and Latin America are driving migrants both towards urban centres and 
developed nations, where they risk trafficking and exploitation

 ■ The effects of climate change will increasingly drive modern slavery risks in global supply chains

 ■ Identifying how and where climate change is pushing workers into exploitative working conditions and 
mitigating these risks in supply chains will be a key challenge for business 

Issue

Direct threats from higher temperatures, more frequent droughts, floods and storms, and water scarcity are 
well-documented as the primary impacts of climate change. Less heralded is how these events drive modern 
slavery risks, both in countries where the effects of climate change are expected to be most severe and in less 
threatened countries in Europe and North America. By mid-century, there could be over 140 million climate 
migrants, mostly from sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and Latin America as a combination of tougher growing 
conditions, poverty, erratic food prices, and conflicts over scarce resources forces people from their homes.

Of the nearly 25 million people worldwide thought to be the victims of forced labour – one of the most common 
forms of modern slavery – 56% are in the Asia-Pacific region, 18% in Africa and 9% in Latin America. Climate 
change will exacerbate threats in these areas further as migrant flows between rural and urban areas increase.

But movement to the United States or Europe, where climate impacts are less acute, can be perilous. 
Although the United States is rated as ‘medium risk’ and is ranked 143rd in our Modern Slavery Index (MSI), 
undocumented labourers currently make up a tenth of California’s workforce, of which thousands are working 
under slave-like conditions in agriculture. The state ranks behind only Texas as the worst in the US for human 
trafficking according to NGOs, and our industry risk scoring ranks agricultural products in the US as high-risk for 
migrant labour. 

Challenges and opportunities

While slavery affects all sectors, our industry risk data shows the food and beverage, agriculture and seafood, 
construction, manufacturing and transport industries are most exposed to the practice. Companies in these 
sectors face a perfect storm of rising interest from investors, NGOs, and consumers in their social and climate 
policies alongside the global expansion of modern slavery laws and mandatory reporting legislation.

Photo: iStock

Will Nichols
Head of Environmental Research

Marina El Hasni 
Human Rights Analyst

Verisk Maplecroft  |  Human Rights Outlook 2019
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Supply chains are extremely complex, and therefore require in-depth due diligence, marrying on-the-ground 
audits with risk data, to pinpoint areas where workers are most at risk of slavery-like conditions. Best practice in 
addressing modern slavery and climate change together includes:

 ■ Aligning approaches to business policies, strategy, systems, supplier codes of practice, KPIs and training 
programmes, helping to raise awareness of social and environmental issues

 ■ Integrating both issues into responsible or sustainable sourcing programmes: businesses should map the 
operations of their suppliers and subsidiaries, including those working within climate-sensitive regions, where 
environmental and social policies are inadequately implemented

 ■ Setting up audit programmes for the highest risk areas identified in mapping exercises

 ■ Collaborating with industry peers, suppliers, governments, NGOs and other local partners to share knowledge, 
good practice and on-the-ground projects

What the data says

Rise in exploitation expected as populations seek refuge from climate change

Plotting the 198 countries measured in our Modern Slavery Index alongside our Climate Change Vulnerability 
Index (CCVI) helps highlight the relationship between the two issues: modern slavery risks are particularly 
acute where climate change risks are highest. This is no great surprise given that all but one of the 20 most 
at-risk countries in the CCVI are ranked as ‘high’ or ‘extreme risk’ for modern slavery – most of the highest risk 
countries in both indices are in Africa.

But modern slavery risks are also very significant in countries along the main migration routes into North 
America, notably the Northern Triangle countries of Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador, all of which are 
categorised as ‘high risk’ and are ranked 93rd, 84th and 90th in the MSI, respectively. We’ve already seen how 
prolonged drought has spiked migration from these countries, but we can expect numbers to rise significantly.  

Figure 1: Climate change will heighten modern slavery risks in transit countries and entry points to North America
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Figure 2: Migrants are less exposed to modern slavery risks in EU nations and entry points, but threats still exist

© Verisk Maplecroft 2019
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The recurrent dry spells and water scarcity that accompany climate change will, alongside ongoing poverty 
and violence, increase migration flows. In turn, we will see more exploitation of desperate people gambling 
everything to reach safety. 

The European picture is slightly different. Countries of staging and entry points to Europe such as Algeria, 
Morocco and Bulgaria are all rated as medium to high-risk in our Modern Slavery Index, and are ranked 127th, 
120th and 114th. Libya, where most violations occur, is categorised as ‘extreme risk’ and is ranked as the 10th 
worst performing country in the index. Typically, transition countries here are less vulnerable to climate change 
than in Central America, but Morocco, Algeria, and Cyprus are all considered ‘medium risk’ in the CCVI, but high 
risk for modern slavery, indicating areas where increased migrant flows will raise the threat of violations.

Of course, EU countries and the US are no havens from modern slavery. Portugal and Greece are both rated 
‘medium risk’ and ranked 160th and 130th in the MSI, while ongoing reports of high-profile violations in Spain, 
Italy, the UK and US agriculture show that medium to low-risk ratings are no guarantee of safety from modern 
slavery, including exploitative labour conditions. 

Spotlight

Nigeria, DR Congo and Ethiopia among hotspots for climate migrants

It’s worth looking beyond the immediate entry points to see where migrants are coming from. Understandably, 
movement of people is originating where people are worst affected by climatic changes. Out of the top 10 
countries with the most internally displaced people due to climate disasters (like flooding, droughts, or storms), 
seven – including Nigeria, the DR Congo and Ethiopia – are African nations rated ‘extreme risk’ in the CCVI.

These countries rely heavily on smallholders, who manage around 80% of the farmland in the region but will 
be increasingly driven towards cities that are unable to manage the influx. By some estimates, there could be 
as many as 86 million internal climate migrants in the region by mid-century. Migrating towards Europe is an 
obvious option, despite the risks. Researchers suggest that up to one million migrants a year will be travelling to 
Europe by 2050 under temperature projections that follow the current emissions trajectory.



Verisk Analytics Official Public Information © Verisk Maplecroft 2019 | maplecroft.com      17

Verisk Maplecroft  |  Human Rights Outlook 2019

Figure 3: Climate change threats will increasingly drive desperate people towards Europe
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Currently, around 20% of illegal entries into the EU are from sub-Saharan nations, a conservative estimate 
given the nationalities of a further 20% are unknown. The political implications of large-scale sub-Saharan 
and Central American migration are huge: immigration is a major driver of the rise of populism in Europe and 
North America and resultant restrictive policies could create bottlenecks in the Mediterranean or Mexico, 
further compounding the risks of trafficking and human rights abuses against those trying to escape the 
worst impacts of climate change.
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Latin America: Human rights among issues driving 
surge in anti-mining protests and hampering SLO4  

 ■ Socio-environmental protests in reaction to mining projects on the rise

 ■ Human rights issues are among the key factors in driving community opposition to mining projects and pose 
a ‘high risk’ in eight out of nine of Latin America’s mining jurisdictions

 ■ Securing social licence to operate essential in offsetting higher regulatory, operational and reputational costs 
as communities take direct action against projects

Issue

Latin America has the highest number of active socio-environmental conflicts globally, with the metals and 
mining sector currently involved in more than 340. With these types of protests on the rise, securing and 
maintaining a social licence to operate (SLO) is now, more-than-ever, the make-or-break issue for mining 
projects in the region. 

To put the scale of the problem in perspective, costs to the industry from lost investment, disruption to 
operations and legal rulings as a result of social conflicts are closing in on $7.78 bn (US) in Latin America over 
the last 15 years, with Chile, Peru and Colombia responsible for the lion’s share.   

We’ve assessed nine regional mining jurisdictions against key issues that can help drive social licence risks, 
including indigenous rights, labour rights and security forces violations. Eight of the nine countries rate as ‘high 
risk,’ including the region’s four biggest economies – Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Argentina – while the only 
exception is Chile, considered ‘medium risk.’

Of course, at the project level the issues driving protests differ significantly from location to location and 
need managing accordingly. But understanding the baseline risks is a useful tool for scoping projects and 
understanding the long-term risk environment, ahead of implementing measures, such as human rights impact 
assessments (HRIAs), to help address some of these social licence drivers. 

Challenges and opportunities

SLO is a ‘must have’ to secure investment, deploy capital effectively, and deliver the returns that institutional 
stockholders expect. The nine Latin American jurisdictions assessed for this report have experienced a steady 
increase in anti-extractive socio-environmental protests since the mid-2000s, with mining the main target of 
opposition (see SLO risk map).
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Mexico - Esperanza mine, Tetlama, Morelos
In 2013, Esperanza Resources’ exploitation 
request met with strong local opposition because 
of the possible impacts on the communities’ 
access to water and the proximity of the mine to 
the Xochicalco Archaeological zone, a UNESCO 
heritage site. The project was suspended with an 
investment loss of USD2.3 billion.  

Colombia - La Colosa, Cajamarca
In a March 2017 popular referendum, 98% of 
the population of Cajamarca voted against 
what would have been the biggest gold mining 
operation in the country, forcing the suspension 
of the AngloGold Ashanti project after 14 years 
and USD900 million invested in exploration.

Bolivia - San Cristobal, Potosi
In 2011, workers took control of the site in 
demand of better working and safety conditions 
after a fatal accident. The mine had to suspend 
operations for 12 days at a cost of USD24 million. 

Chile - Escondida
In 2017, 2,500 workers held a record 43-day strike 
over salary demands. Stoppage cost BHP USD1 billion 
and shed 1 percentage point off Chile’s GDP that year.

Argentina - El Desquite, Esquel 
In 2003, 85% of the population voted in a popular referendum to reject the mining 
project on allegations of cyanide pollution. The municipality banned the use of 
cyanide. In 2010, Yamana Gold made a second attempt to obtain a license, which 
was again rejected by the local community. The total investment loss reached 
USD120 million.

Ecuador - Loma Larga, Giron, Azuay
In a March 2019 popular consultation, 87% of 
voters rejected mining operations in the canton. 
The population’s concerns hinge on the 
Kimsacocha territory being a hydric reservoir 
and the potential effects mining can have in 
access to water. The prefect of Azuay has 
affirmed he’ll be proposing a provincial-wide 
consultation on mining, risking extending the 
anti-mining sentiment and the future of USD55 
million already spent in exploration.
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Peru - A slow but continuous increase in mining 
conflicts 2006 - 2019

Number of active conflicts 
Investment lost or operational costs (USD)

Venezuela

Brazil13
$55m

37
$120m

24
$1bn

34
$6m

119
$4.8bn

14
$24m

51 
$900m

13 
$616m

26
2.3bn

Figure 1: Cost burdens from anti-mining protests highest in Peru, Mexico, Colombia and Chile

Sources: Norsk Hydro, Observatorio Conflictos Mineros de América Latina, Anglo Gold, Defensoría del Pueblo de Perú, Mining.com, El Universo, Noalamina.org, BHP, 
Mining-journal.com
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Figure 2: 8 out of 9 Latin American countries at ‘high risk’ for social licence to operate issues
Aggregate
risk score

Corruption Indigenous 
Peoples' 
Rights

Civil Unrest Security 
Forces and 

Human Rights

Labour Rights Water stress

Peru    4.57
Argentina    4.41
Chile    5.66
Colombia    4.87
Ecuador    3.66
Brazil    4.91
Bolivia    4.41
Venezuela    3.29
Mexico    3.44

Legend:      Extreme risk 0-2.5      High risk >2.5-5      Medium risk >5-7.5      Low risk >7.5-10

Source: Verisk Maplecroft , 2019

Among the main factors driving the increase in protests are poorly defined, or absent, legal frameworks 
regulating Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), which have created legal uncertainty, both for investors and 
indigenous communities.  

This has resulted in alleged violations of the International Labour Organization Convention C169, which states 
that indigenous communities must be consulted over commercial projects on their land before they get off the 
ground. In certain cases, this has undermined indigenous communities’ right to self-determination, property, 
cultural identity and, potentially, their right to life in all the countries we assessed. This is shown by poor scores 
across the board for the region in our Indigenous People’s Rights Index.

Unfavourable rulings and major investment losses continue to mount even decades after alleged FPIC 
violations were committed, increasing investor exposure to losses in projects that pre-date the adoption of 
FPIC requirements. A case in point is Peru, which is currently entangled in a legal court battle after the regional 
tribunal of Madre de Dios threw out 127 mining concessions, four water licences, and 11 farmland adjudications 
for failing to implement FPIC requirements. 

What the data says

Human rights issues pose ‘high risk’ in Latin America’s mining hubs

Our analysis focuses on the nine countries that have witnessed a spike in socio-environmental protests in 
response to extractive projects in the last 15 years. 

The table below shows the scores for six of our indices that cover issues central to mining companies’ social 
licence to operate. Combining these into an aggregate score reveals that 8 out 9 of the countries are ‘high risk.’ 

We can see that indigenous rights are ‘high’ or ‘extreme risk’ in every jurisdiction, even in Chile which scores 
favourably in all other measures. Breaking down the issues further, we can see that labour rights, corruption, civil 
unrest and violations by security forces all pose a high level of risk across the majority of countries.

Alongside other related factors, such as water quality and availability, these issues drive higher regulatory, 
operational, and reputational costs as communities take direct action against projects. These have taken the 
form of disruptive protests, claims before domestic tribunals and popular referendums that have, for instance, 
resulted in categoric rejections of mining projects in Ecuador and Colombia.
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Spotlight

Securing social licence to operate outstrips potential cost of disruption

Beyond conventional socio-environmental risk assessment and risk management approaches, mining 
companies have another tool in their locker. While project-level human rights impact assessments are ultimately 
about respecting the rights of stakeholders, they can also contribute to, and offer, valuable insight into social 
licence to operate.

This can include meaningful engagement with large numbers of stakeholders to understand a project’s actual 
and perceived impacts and prioritise remedial actions in line with the interests of local rights holders. By doing 
so, companies can build a richer, ecosystem-based approach to project risk management by taking full account 
of the interests of local actors.

Looking ahead, the region offers a challenging picture for mining companies. Colombia, for instance, has 
undertaken 10 popular referendums between 2013 and 2018, all of which resulted in the unequivocal rejection 
of mining projects (98/99%). Despite the Constitutional Court closing the door in 2018 to such referendums, 
regional authorities are using municipal agreements to prevent projects getting off the ground – 43 of these 
agreements are already in place. Ecuador also displayed similar dynamics in early 2019, when 86.8% of voters in 
the district of Girón rejected the development of the mining project Loma Larga de Quimsacocha. 

Across the region, we expect local communities, NGOs, trade unions and institutional stakeholders to become 
ever more vocal, with human rights remaining high on the agenda. With this in mind, it’s crucial for mining 
companies to remember that the cost of losing a project’s social licence to operate far outstrips the cost of 
implementing international best practice regarding community engagement and human rights due diligence. 
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 ■ To live up to its sustainable billing, the renewable energy industry is going to have to match its expansion with 
responsible oversight to keep on top of human rights issues

 ■ Labour rights issues in solar and biofuel energy supply chains, including solar panel production and crops for 
biofuels, could be flying under the radar

 ■ Community opposition to renewables developments that threaten land rights highlight the importance of 
securing social licence to operate

Issue

Renewable energy is the ‘green’ panacea to the carbon-tinged reputation of fossil fuels, set to lead efforts to 
temper climate change and expand access to electricity. But as the third energy transition gathers pace, a 
deeper examination of the industry’s supply chains and operational practices reveals a darker side when it 
comes to human rights. 

Some of these challenges, such as those around the cobalt used in lithium-ion batteries, are well-known. 
However, while the persistent presence of child labour in Congolese cobalt mines has left companies struggling 
to address supply chain traceability, other human rights impacts from renewable energy may be flying under the 
radar. 

Our research shows that labour rights issues are present in renewable energy supply chains, including in the 
manufacturing of solar panels and the cultivation of palm oil and sugarcane used in biofuels. Looking further 
down the value chain, the rights of vulnerable communities can also be put at risk by major renewables projects 
developed on their land. 

So, while one side of the green revolution offers critical sustainability benefits, the image and reputation of 
energy operators, investors and end-users can also be highly exposed to human rights issues that could cast a 
shadow over the sector’s socially responsible credentials. 

Challenges and opportunities

In theory, the renewable energy industry is in a strong position to address this. Given its de facto status as a 
sustainable industry, shareholders are more likely to demand transparency and accountability beyond that 
mandated by laws such as the UK Modern Slavery Act. As funding mechanisms, including green bonds, also 
increase in popularity, their requirements for socially responsible projects can drive best practice efforts to 
reduce human rights violations within the sector. But in reality, this will remain challenging.

Renewables: Are human rights the Achilles’ heel of 
green energy’s sustainability credentials?  5  

Photo: iStock
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A case in point is a recent industry report from the non-profit organisation the Business and Human Rights 
Resource Centre that found almost half of all renewables companies surveyed did not have any human rights 
policies in place.

With expansion moving forward in both developed and developing countries, addressing land rights governance 
and supply chain traceability is easier said than done. Identifying a clear picture of the human rights risks 
associated with renewable energy production will remain a necessary step towards achieving truly sustainable 
energy processes.

What the data says

Watch out for solar energy’s risk hotspots

With a history of excessive working hours and occupational health and safety (OHS) violations in the 
manufacturing sector, China’s position as the leading producer of solar panels globally should prompt focused 
supply chain due diligence in the sector. Although China has made significant improvements in environmental 
standards attached to photovoltaic cell manufacturing, OHS issues in its solar industry are not uncommon. 

Workers’ exposure to hazardous chemicals, such as cadmium, in the manufacturing of PV panels is particularly 
concerning given weak and inconsistent enforcement of OHS standards in China. While direct evidence of such 
issues in other major solar panel-producing nations is slim on the ground, our OHS Index scores indicate some 
of these demonstrate a similarly risky operating environment (see figure 1).  

Further human rights risks may be looming if upstream inputs become a focal point. Industry supply chains for 
quartz, the raw material from which polysilicon for photovoltaic cells is produced, are somewhat opaque, posing 
a challenge for those seeking to understand upstream risks. Demand for solar panels is also driving exploration 
for high purity quartz deposits, including in countries where labour standards are poorly enforced, such as 
Mauritania and Saudi Arabia. 

The inherently hazardous nature of mining in poorly regulated countries, combined with quartz mining’s links 
with the respiratory disease silicosis, significantly raises the potential for labour rights violations to occur. 

 

Figure 1: OHS risks ‘high’ or ‘extreme’ in a number of countries with significant levels of solar panel production   
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Depending on the index, up to 198 countries are ranked. © Verisk Maplecroft 2019

Source: Verisk Maplecroft, 2019
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Palm oil and sugarcane fuelling feedstock risks

While the biofuels industry has faced criticisms ranging from driving deforestation and land grabs to causing 
food insecurity, its links with labour rights issues often don’t get as much attention.

Across a selection of major producing countries for key crops used in the production of biofuels, our commodity 
risk data shows that overall labour rights scores are worst for the cultivation of palm oil in Malaysia and 
Indonesia, along with sugarcane in India. Palm oil in Thailand and soy in Brazil follow close behind (see figure 2).

The widespread use of migrant labour in India’s sugarcane industry and in the palm oil industries in Malaysia 
and Indonesia also increases the risk of modern slavery occurring. Child labour has also been found in the 
production of these crops in all three countries. Inadequate enforcement, corruption and a lack of political will to 
address these issues are key challenges facing these producing economies in tackling violations.

Wind farms in Mexico propel indigenous land rights violations

Outside of labour rights issues, companies involved in land-intensive renewable energy projects, such as wind 
and solar farms, face exposure to risks of association with land rights violations that can create delays and 
disruption. 

China, India, Brazil, Turkey, Mexico, South Korea and USA are amongst the countries where significant expansion 
of the wind sector is expected in the next decade or so. As figure 3 shows, five out of these seven countries are 
assessed as ‘high’ or ‘extreme risk’ in our indices covering indigenous peoples’ rights, land rights; and security 
force violations. 
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* The labour rights score is an average of the commodity risk scores for each country/commodity combination across the 
following issues: Migrant Labour; Discrimination; Forced Labour; Working Hours; Wages; Human Trafficking; Occupational 
Health & Safety; Collective Bargaining; Child Labour

Approximate amount of biofuel produced by the country from the feedstock crop (millions of litres, 2017)

Figure 2: Labour rights scores for palm oil and sugarcane cultivation reveal high risks in biofuel inputs 

Source: Verisk Maplecroft, 2019



Verisk Analytics Official Public Information © Verisk Maplecroft 2019 | maplecroft.com      25

Verisk Maplecroft  |  Human Rights Outlook 2019

Figure 3: Wind energy expansion faces a challenging human rights landscape

Major projects in countries such as Kenya, Taiwan and Morocco have all been subject to scrutiny over these 
issues, but Mexico is the prime example of where we’ve seen these risks collide with negative impacts for 
operators and investors. 

The state of Oaxaca is home to at least 28 wind farm megaprojects, many of which have been contentious due 
to their association with indigenous land rights violations, forced displacement, inadequate consultation and 
violations by security forces. Due to intense opposition by local communities, wind farms have faced lawsuits 
and operational delays, posing significant financial risk to investors. Protestors have faced intimidation, death 
threats and violence by Mexican security forces, exposing the country’s wind energy sector to heightened 
reputational risks.

Spotlight

Securing social licence to operate holds key to project success 

Major community resistance against wind farms, and indeed other solar and hydropower projects, have resulted 
in significant financial costs to renewable sector investors. The cancellation of a 61MW wind farm in Kenya in 
February 2016, due to widespread community opposition, included a court case over the project location and 
resulted in a shareholder investment loss of USD66 million. 

A failure to respect land and indigenous rights will result in prolonged community distrust towards renewable 
energy operators. While challenges in obtaining free, prior and informed consent – the backbone of securing 
social licence to operate – are significant, success stories have been recorded in ‘high risk’ countries such as 
Mexico. Renewable energy projects that empower local communities, as seen in the Ixtepec wind project in 
Oaxaca, present lower reputational and operational risks to investors.

Source: Verisk Maplecroft, 2019
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Simplifying the complexities of managing human rights risks

There is no one size fits all approach to addressing human rights risks. Many companies don’t know where 
to begin or what actions are most pertinent to their organisation when tackling these very material issues. By 
combining our world-leading data with expert analysis and advice, we equip you with the insight you need to 
make more effective decisions and target resources where most needed. 

Our specialist consultants and human rights experts offer you the highest level of assurance. They work side-by-
side with you to understand your challenges across the entire due diligence cycle, from policy and assessment 
through to training and reporting, and develop industry-leading solutions.

Whether you’re taking the first steps in identifying your human rights risk exposure or leading the way in your 
field, we are here to help deliver your strategic goals.

Building transparency and accountability in human rights due diligence 

Benchmarking and gap 
assessments

Identify areas of strength and weakness in your policies and processes, resulting in 
tangible actions for improvement.

Data Map, monitor and prioritise risks across your supply chain and operations, adjusted 
to your industry for a personalised view.

Due diligence Review and implementation of effective and appropriate due diligence processes 
for your business, suppliers and partners. This can be aligned to international 
standards or frameworks, such as the UN Guiding Principles, GRI standards or 
OECD Guidelines for multi-national enterprises.

Impact assessments Understand your impacts on human rights and modern slavery throughout your 
business activities, including whether you could be seen to cause, contribute to or 
are connected to any violations.

KPIs and targets Systematic and objective monitoring and evaluation of your approach.
Management proficiency Assess your policies and procedures against international best practice and your 

peers.
Policy and contract 
guidance

Expert advice bringing your companies values to life through tangible policies and 
contracts, and compliant, market leading modern slavery statements.

Remediation Find effective remediation methods and understand responsibilities.
Risk assessments Identify your risks by country, industry, commodity or product. Made-to-measure 

risk assessments find your human risks and can be combined with spend, 
relationship knowledge and brand proximity to identify the greatest risks to your 
business.

Strategy development Focused and implementable strategies to suit your business and future 
aspirations.

Training Build internal capacity, capabilities and buy in.

Contact us 

Email info@maplecroft.com Tel +44 (0) 1225 420000 Twitter @humanrights_vm

Human Rights Risk Solutions
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Disclaimer

While Verisk Maplecroft endeavours to ensure that the information, analysis 
and forecasts in this Country Risk Report (“the Report”) is correct, Verisk 
Maplecroft will not be liable for any errors, inaccuracies or delays in content, 
or for any actions taken in reliance thereon.

Verisk Maplecroft may make changes to the material contained in the Report 
at any time without notice. Information contained in the Report may be 
out of date, and Verisk Maplecroft makes no commitment to update such 
material, though it will endeavour to do so to the extent that it is commercially 
practicable.

Verisk Maplecroft does not guarantee the accuracy of or endorse the views 
or opinions given by any third party content provider. Though the Report 
may contain references and links to other publications and/or sources of 
information on the internet, Verisk Maplecroft does not endorse or take 
responsibility for the content on such other publications and sites.

The information contained in the Report is provided without any conditions, 
warranties or other terms of any kind. Accordingly, and to the maximum 
extent permitted by law, the Report is provided on the basis that Verisk 
Maplecroft excludes all representations, warranties, conditions and other 
terms (including, without limitation, the conditions implied by law of 
satisfactory quality, fitness for purpose and the use of reasonable care 
and skill) which but for this legal notice might have effect in relation to this 
service.

Liability

Verisk Maplecroft excludes all liability and responsibility for any amount or 
kind of loss or damage that may result to users (whether a paid subscriber or 
not) or third parties (including without limitation, any direct, indirect, punitive 
or consequential loss or damages, or any loss of income, profits, goodwill, 
data, contracts, use of money, or loss or damages arising from or connected 
in any way to business interruption, and whether in tort (including without 
limitation negligence), contract or otherwise) in connection with the Report 
in any way or in connection with the use, inability to use or the results of use 
of the Report, any websites linked to the Report or the materials on such 
websites.

This exclusion of liability will include but not be limited to loss or damage 
due to viruses that may infect your computer equipment, software, data or 
other property on account of your access to or use of the Report or your 
downloading of any material from any websites linked to the Report.

Governing Law and Jurisdiction

This legal notice shall be governed by and construed in accordance with 
English law. Disputes arising in connection with this legal notice shall be 
subject to the exclusive jurisdiction of the English courts.
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