
10 Human Rights Priorities
for the Extractives Sector

1   Including, notably, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights   
 (ICESCR), and International Labor Organisation (ILO) fundamental conventions.

Human rights are inherent to all human beings. They are defined and established in more than 80  
international legal instruments1 and define the fundamental protections of human dignity, needs, and 
freedoms, such as food, housing, privacy, personal security, and democratic participation. Since the 
adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948, the responsibility to protect 
human rights has primarily fallen on governments. Beginning in the early 2000s, however, it became 
increasingly clear that the freedoms enshrined in the framework could also be violated—and 
promoted—by the private sector. 

In 2011, the UN Human Rights Council unanimously endorsed the UN Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights (Guiding Principles), the first international instrument to 
assign companies the responsibility to respect human rights. The Guiding Principles state that 
governments must put in place good policies, laws, and enforcement measures to prevent 
companies from violating rights; that companies must refrain from negatively impacting rights even 
when governments are failing to create or enforce necessary laws; and that victims of corporate 
abuses must have access to effective remedy. As part of this responsibility, the Guiding Principles 
require companies to undertake due diligence to identify and manage their negative human rights 
impacts. 

This issue brief identifies the 10 most relevant, urgent, and probable human rights impacts for businesses operating in the extractives sector, 
as well as suggestions and opportunities for positive impact. The information here is gathered from BSR’s direct engagement with extractives 
sector companies, as well as our 25 years of experience helping companies in all sectors manage their human rights risks.  

The extractives sector comprises a range of businesses and activities, including exploration ventures and mining and extractives operators. 
While each business will have its own human rights profile and challenges depending on the local conditions and profile of its projects, this 
primer highlights universal risks for companies operating in the mining and extractives industry. 
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4 Security Incidents 
Most large-scale extractives operations employ 

private security contractors or are provided with security 
by government forces. These entities may take actions 
against community members or employees that violate 
their human rights. While private security contractors 
and government forces are distinct actors, companies 
exercise a high degree of control over their conduct and 
can use their influence with the government to ensure proper use of 
force and respect for human rights where applicable. The Voluntary 
Principles on Security and Human Rights provide guidance to 
extractives companies on how to ensure human rights are respected 
in the protection of company facilities and employees.3

Reference: UDHR Articles 3, 5, 19, 20

2 Labor Risks  
The extractives sector has historically been 

a high-risk profession, characterized by hazardous 
working conditions and a history of serious 
accidents. It is also a male-dominated industry, 
with women facing discrimination in hiring and daily operations. In 
the past, the sector has also infringed on the right of workers to 
form unions and participate in collective bargaining. Companies 
should address these issues through policies, procedures, and 
training related to occupational health and safety, labor rights, 
workplace discrimination, and sexual harassment. They should also 
monitor and engage their workforces to prevent safety incidents, 
labor rights violations, and discriminatory practices. 

Reference: UDHR Articles 2, 3, 20, 23, 24

6 Indigenous Peoples 
Disagreements over proper community 

consultations and Free, Prior, and Informed 
Consent (FPIC) are a source of conflict, especially 
in areas of operation where indigenous peoples are present. 
Indigenous peoples have been subjected to social exclusion and 
large-scale expropriation of their land and resources; they continue 
to be particularly impacted by extractives activities, as these 
resources are often located on lands tied to their cultural identities 
and livelihoods. There is a widespread lack of consensus between 
communities, companies, and governments on the timeframe, 
scope, and process of FPIC and community consultations. 
Companies should strive to meet the highest standards where 
possible, including special measures in countries where indigenous 
peoples are not afforded recognition under national law. 

Reference: UDHR Article 2

5 Land Acquisition  
Unfair or insufficiently negotiated land 

acquisition, displacement of communities, and 
changes in land use and access to land for farming, 
grazing, cultural heritage, or forest resources can 
result in human rights violations and lead to conflict in the long or 
short term. In many cases, traditional land rights are not enshrined 
in law, and resettlements and acquisitions are, or are perceived to 
be, undertaken without adequate compensation. Companies should 
consider project designs that avoid unnecessary displacements and 
engage in culturally sensitive land and resettlement negotiations.4 They 
should also consider support for former land-owners or traditional 
occupants beyond monetary payment, such as financial literacy 
training.

Reference: UDHR Articles 17, 25

1 Environmental Impacts 
By the very nature of their businesses, 

extractives companies impact the environment. 
These impacts can profoundly affect human health 
and well-being. One of the most common human 
rights issues in this industry concerns access to 
water and the health impacts of low-quality water. 
Additional environmental impacts include increases in air and noise 
pollution, increased road traffic, and the use of hazardous materials 
in mining. Companies must ensure environmental mitigation 
measures are put in place and that effective remedies are provided 
to remediate any environmental consequences that impact the 
human rights of workers and communities.  

Reference: UDHR Article 3, 25

3 Economic and Social Disruption 
Extractives operations can have detrimental 

impacts on the communities where they are 
underway. The influx of outside workers may strain 
transportation, education, and health systems. 
New workers and increased incomes may lead to 
price increases in housing and basic goods that 
leave local populations without access. Furthermore, economic 
transformation may change social dynamics, impacting traditional 
beliefs, increasing inequality, and diluting social cohesion. A number 
of extractives sites around the world, especially in remote areas, 
have been associated with increases in alcoholism, drug abuse, 
prostitution, gambling, and domestic violence.2  While these factors 
affect many aspects of local communities, vulnerable groups, such 
as women, the poor, minorities, and the elderly, are often impacted 
first and most severely.  

Reference: UDHR Articles 2, 3, 4, 16, 17, 18, 22, 25, 26, 27

Top 10 Human Rights Risks
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2   http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/09c22f8048855600b904fb6a6515bb18/Influx_Part2.pdf?MOD=AJPERES 
3  http://www.voluntaryprinciples.org/ 
4  http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/3d82c70049a79073b82cfaa8c6a8312a/PS5_English_2012.pdf?MOD=AJPERES 
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9 Cumulative Impacts  
While the impact of an individual company 

may be modest, the impact of dozens of similar 
companies operating in the same geographic 
area can be severe. Not all companies take the 
same duty of care in addressing their impacts, 
and not every community can distinguish between the impacts of 
one company versus many. Cumulative impacts can range from 
environmental devastation to societal breakdown, and addressing 
them requires close collaboration with other companies, small or 
informal suppliers, communities, and governments.
 
Reference: DHR Articles  2, 3, 4, 16, 17, 18, 22, 25, 26, 27

7 Supply Chains  
Any business that procures products or 

services is at risk of contributing to human rights 
abuses in its supply chain. Regardless of the scope 
of company procurement, it is crucial to conduct 
supply chain mapping to identify the greatest risks, 
investigate compliance with human rights principles and local 
laws, and, where possible, remediate violations if they occur. It is 
important for companies to identify and prioritize the most severe 
potential violations in their supply chains and take action to prevent 
them. These actions can include supplier training on good labor 
practices, clear expectations in contracts, and supplier monitoring. 
 
Reference: UDHR Articles 2, 4, 7, 20, 23, 24, 25

8 Bribery and Corruption 
Corruption is pervasive in large-scale projects, 

especially those taking place in autocratic countries, 
carried out by state-owned enterprises, or overseen by 
politically connected individuals.5  Corruption and bribery profoundly 
affect vulnerable communities—either by misdirecting funds that 
could be spent on healthcare, education, or other public goods, or 
by preventing participation in the democratic process. Extractives 
sector companies should ensure that any engagement in high-
corruption contexts proceeds according to international norms of 
transparency and accountability.  

Reference: UDHR Articles 8, 17, 25, 26

10 Access to Remedy 
Access to remedy is a core element of 

the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights and a fundamental right under international 
law. The lack of an effective remedy for individuals 
and communities who suffer human rights abuses directly or 
indirectly related to companies is a grave concern. Extractives 
projects are almost certain to have human rights impacts—therefore, 
the assessment and remedy of any negative impacts is critical. All 
extractives companies should have clear operational grievance 
mechanisms to help identify negative impacts, provide remedy, 
and cooperate in government-led initiatives or other third-party 
mechanisms.

Reference: UDHR Article 8

1Community Development 
Extractives companies can ensure inclusive socioeconomic development by using participatory development models in their decisions 

about resettlement, compensation, and community investment. This approach may include community councils that use participatory 
methodologies to produce inclusive development plans. Community consultation and decision-making processes should be inclusive of all 
groups and make special allowances for those populations marginalized from decision-making, such as women, minorities, and the rural poor.  

2                    Local Economic Empowerment 
While direct employment for local communities is often limited in extractives operations, the industry can be a significant economic 

multiplier through direct and indirect employment across the value chain. Local supplier policies should be sensitive to the local context, 
investing in local talent pipelines and taking into account the needs of vulnerable groups, such as female small-business owners. 
Initiatives could include training programs, streamlined licensing requirements, and transparency in license allocations.

3 Natural Resource Governance
Historically, poor management of natural resources has kept billions of dollars in extractives revenues from supporting public goods 

such as health, education, and housing. Extractives companies should support efforts for governments and citizens to exert greater control 
over natural resources. This can be done through international efforts, such as the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative or through local 
programs to increase transparency, and it can help ensure that natural resource wealth supports greater citizen well-being. 

Top 3 Opportunities 
for Positive Impact

5   See, e.g.: http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home  

http://www.bsr.org/our-insights/blog-view/sdg-7-needs-business-leadership-to-drive-energy-access


BSR is a global nonprofit organization that works with its network of more than 250 member companies and 
other partners to build a just and sustainable world. From its offices in Asia, Europe, and North America, 
BSR develops sustainable business strategies and solutions through consulting, research, and cross-sector 
collaboration. Visit www.bsr.org for more information about BSR’s 25 years of leadership in sustainability.

Copenhagen  | Guangzhou |  Hong Kong  |  New York |  Paris |  San Francisco  |  Shanghai  |  Tokyo

BSR’s Work
Our Work with the  
Extractives Industry
BSR members include some of the world’s largest and most 
influential extractives companies. We help our members 
improve environmental, social, and governance performance at 
the operational and corporate levels, and we tap our network 
of partners in government, civil society, and academia to 
complement our expertise.

 See more: https://www.bsr.org/en/industry-focus/ 
 energy-and-extractives

Our Human Rights Expertise
We draw on a team of nearly 20 human rights experts and a 
network of partners from business and civil society to tackle 
global challenges and ensure that companies in all sectors meet 
and exceed global human rights standards. Our work includes 
surveying and benchmarking human rights practices and policies 
across industries to aid our member companies’ efforts to craft 
comprehensive, responsible approaches to human rights.  
  

 See more: https://www.bsr.org/human-rights

Human Rights Working Group
BSR’s Human Rights Working Group brings companies together 
to share best practices, develop solutions, and work toward the 
implementation of the UN Guiding Principles.

Margaret Jungk 
Managing Director, Human Rights
mjungk@bsr.org 

Alison Taylor 
Director, Energy and Extractives 
ataylor@bsr.org 

Contact Contact

Resources
EXTRACTIVE INDUSTRIES TRANSPARENCY INITIATIVE (EITI) 
EITI is a global standard to promote the open and accountable management of oil, gas, and mineral resources.6

INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL ON MINING AND METALS (ICMM) 
ICMM is an international organization dedicated to a safe, fair, and sustainable mining industry.7

INTERNATIONAL PETROLEUM INDUSTRY ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION (IPIECA)
IPIECA is the global oil and gas industry association for environmental and social issues.8

VOLUNTARY PRINCIPLES ON SECURITY AND HUMAN RIGHTS (VPs)
The VPs are a set of principles designed to guide companies in maintaining the safety and security of their operations within an operating framework that encourages respect for 
human rights.9

6  https://eiti.org/ 
7 https://www.icmm.com  
8  http://www.ipieca.org/  
9 http://www.voluntaryprinciples.org 
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