
This is part of a series of parliamentary briefings on a new Business, Human Rights and Environment
Act. This briefing outlines how the impacts of corporate activities are deeply gendered, why new UK
corporate accountability legislation must be gender-responsive, and the steps the UK Government
can take to ensure new legislation responds to and protects the needs and rights of women and girls.
For more information, see this briefing on the general case for a new law. These legal principles have
been endorsed by more than 40 organisations, including civil society organisations and trade unions. 

Corporations worldwide have a poor accountability record on human rights  and women’s rights, and
climate, social and economic justice . Many have been complicit in political corruption, environmental
destruction, labour exploitation, social disruption, and tax avoidance . Large numbers of corporations
also directly discriminate against women, fail to provide safe working conditions, harm the
environment, engage in violence, intimidation and harassment, including sexual and gender-based
violence, and repress trade unions and collective bargaining, among other systemic rights abuses .
This is the result of structural barriers and weak or non-existent regulations.
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As long highlighted by women’s rights organisations, women human rights defenders and trade
unions , the impacts of worker exploitation, privatisation of public services by multinationals, pollution,
land grabbing, violence and discrimination are not gender neutral . Due to entrenched gender inequality
and patriarchal norms in the economic system, women and girls in all their diversity experience
business-related human rights abuses in unique ways and are disproportionately impacted by
corporate harms, particularly in the Global South . For example, women’s large and disproportionate
share of unpaid, undervalued and unrecognised care responsibilities mean they are often over-
represented amongst those working with low-paid, casual and unpredictable employment contracts,
lacking proper protections. Women also find themselves at heightened risk of corporate backlash when
they attempt to demand accountability, restitution, and justice for the violations they experience.
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Gendered harm in supply chains is at risk of being exacerbated further by the current political context in
which women are facing a rollback on their rights globally. At the same time, government deregulation
in many contexts is emboldening corporations to scrap or scale back environmental, labour rights and
equality standards . Therefore, to be effective and impactful, any new BHREA legislation must address
the intersectional gendered impacts that corporate activities have on women’s rights and gender
equality.
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We urge you to declare your support for a new Business, Human Rights and Environment Act at every 
opportunity, including by joining debates, asking questions, and signing motions/pledges in support.

1

September 2025

A Business Human Rights and Environment Act
The case for a gender-responsive approach.

https://corporatejusticecoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/CJC-General-Parliamentary-Briefing-2023-1.pdf
https://corporatejusticecoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CJC-BHREA-Principles-1.pdf
https://corporatejusticecoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CJC-BHREA-Principles-1.pdf
https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/61622/75th-anniversary-of-the-universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/61622/75th-anniversary-of-the-universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.goodbusinessmatters.org/decision-makers-pledge
https://www.goodbusinessmatters.org/decision-makers-pledge


Gender discrimination by corporations

In many of the most exploitative industries – such as garment manufacturing and agriculture – where
employers tend to be hostile to trade unions, women usually make up the majority of the workforce,
especially when informal workers are counted. Their rights are often denied or not recognised. Many
women experience persistent gender-based violence (GBV) in the workplace, and are often forced to
remain silent out of a sense of shame or the fear of losing their jobs . Women are disproportionately
impacted when an economic crisis hits, with women experiencing disproportionate job losses during
the COVID-19 pandemic, for example . Furthermore, women workers, especially informal workers,
often have limited bargaining power and trade union representation. This is largely due to systemic
challenges such as corporate-led union busting and the influence of patriarchal gender norms, which
frequently marginalise women’s needs in the workplace. As a result, women endure excessive working
hours for low pay . 
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Companies based in the Global North frequently exploit marginalised women everywhere but especially
in the Global South through the off-shoring and outsourcing of their operations to companies with poor
human rights standards, harmful purchasing practices and unequal relations in trade. This has
contributed to the mass casualisation (informalisation) of formal work whether in factories, farms, care
or platform work and this acts as another barrier to women organising themselves into trade unions to
redress the power imbalances between them and their actual employer.

Many of these companies owe their origins, wealth and power to colonialism, which saw the extraction
of resources from the Global South and the enslavement of black people and labour exploitation of
people of colour for the benefit of Global North territories and companies .12

There is clear evidence of corporate abuse impacting women in the Global South:

ActionAid research reveals evidence of sexual harassment and abuse at Mattel’s toy factories in
China. Four out of ten women reported experiencing instances of abuse, such as inappropriate
remarks about physical appearance, remarks with sexual connotations, touching, and the
distribution of degrading photos . Although Mattel put a complaint mechanism in place, a climate
of impunity, lack of information about the mechanism, and an absence of guaranteed anonymity
meant that women did not use it, rendering it largely ineffective .
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A 2025 case study by Oxfam reveals that female labourers in Kenya’s tea estates face sexual and
GBV, precarious employment and systemic inequality. It finds that casual employment agreements
in the tea estates are often short-term and favour employers’ interests, lacking benefits such as
paid sick leave or healthcare. Women are frequently subjected to pregnancy testing before
employment, denied re-entry to work immediately after childbirth and forced to balance labour-
intensive work with childcare.15

A 2021 survey conducted by HomeWorkers Worldwide and Cividep India in Tamil Nadu, India, found
that female homeworkers stitching shoes for global retailers were deprived of the regular work,
legal protections and benefits extended to formalised workers. All the homeworkers surveyed were
employed informally and nearly all were paid on a piece rate basis. The average piece rate was just
50% of the minimum wage rate, with some earning far lower.16

Gendered harms as a result of corporate activities

Women, particularly those from marginalised communities, such as Indigenous peoples and Afro-
descendant peoples, face high levels of intersectional discrimination, based on the multiple identities
they embody and the multiple marginalisations they face as a result.  They bear the brunt of land
dispossession, environmental degradation and associated human rights violations as a result of
corporate activities. Environmental pollution by businesses, such as mining companies, often causes 
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degradation of land, affecting women’s ability to produce food and posing reproductive and
developmental health issues.  Water pollution makes more people sick, adding to women’s care
responsibilities, including by forcing women to walk further to access clean water, putting them at
heightened risk of GBV.  Women are also more at risk than men to corporate land grabbing, with less
than 15% of all formally recognised landholders globally being women.
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ActionAid’s research documents numerous examples of companies based in the Global North causing
harm to women and girls through their operations in the Global South, including:

Industrial agriculture companies in Uganda purportedly forcibly displacing communities and forcing
women to walk further to access water, increasing the risk of sexual violence;
Granite mining companies in Zimbabwe are reported to be destroying roads with their mining
vehicles and causing excessive water runoff into women’s food gardens, leading to reduced food
security;
Nickel mining in Guatemala has been linked to the pollution of local water supplies, making people
sick and leading to a higher care burden for women who tend to be primary caregivers.21

When seeking redress and remedy, women face more barriers to justice and suffer more reprisals than
men. This is due to a range of factors including gender-based discrimination in justice processes, a
lack of gender sensitive legal frameworks, social stigmatisation around reporting violations such as
GBV, fear of retaliation and reprisals, and economic barriers limiting access to legal services and
representation. The lack of access to remedy for women is evidence of how the gendered dimensions
of corporate abuse have been ignored.

Women who stand up to corporate human rights and environmental harm often face specific and
enhanced forms of violence in comparison to their male counterparts. Women who defend land rights
and natural resources against mega projects face greater risks and are amongst the most at-risk
human rights defenders. Between 2016 and 2019, 1,698 attacks against women defending the
environment were recorded in Mexico and Central America.  Globally, human rights defenders working
in the context of business and human rights are among those most likely to be murdered

22

.23

3

A Business, Human Rights and Environment Act 
The case for a gender-responsive approach

Why must new legislation be gender-responsive?
Legislation to regulate business conduct must address gendered impacts from a rights-based
perspective and take intersectional discrimination into account. Unless gender-related issues and
discrimination are explicitly named, embedded and investigated in due diligence processes – by, for
example, collecting gendered statistics at different levels of management, and extending due diligence
processes to include informal workers – they are likely to remain invisible and unaddressed.

Meaningful engagement with rightsholders must be participatory, involve collaborative decision-
making, and avoid top-down approaches. Women and their representative organisations, including
trade unions, must be directly involved so their voices are heard and their rights and needs are met.
Examples of meaningful engagement include reaching out to women who are unable or unlikely to
leave their homes to attend meetings and meeting separately with women, or with established women’s
groups.24

In the case of Indigenous women, Afro-descendant women and women from other minoritised groups,
the right to effective participation and the right to free, prior and informed consent must be respected
by business enterprises. If women are not meaningfully engaged in these processes, preventative and
remedial measures undertaken by companies may ignore or reinforce gender inequalities. If legislation
doesn’t reverse the burden of proof – shifting responsibility from rightsholders to companies - so that
instead of rightsholders having to prove harm, companies have to evidence a lack of harm – women
will not have access to sufficient resources necessary to hold their corporate abusers accountable. 



The importance of a gender-responsive approach to corporate due diligence legislation has been
recognised within the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, which establish that
States should provide appropriate guidance to businesses on ‘how to consider effectively issues of
gender’.  The Working Group on Business and Human Rights has since highlighted the differentiated
and disproportionate impact of business activities on women and girls and developed a gender
framework to support the implementation of the Guiding Principles in a gender-responsive way.
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The UK has also repeatedly committed to championing gender equality and is signatory to international
conventions and agreements such as the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the Paris Agreement and
the Global Biodiversity Framework, all of which emphasise gender equality. CEDAW General
Recommendation 39, for example, requires states to prevent and regulate activities by businesses,
corporations and other private actors that may undermine the rights of Indigenous women and girls to
their lands, territories and environment  By implementing a new BHREA and ensuring it is gender-
responsive, the UK Government would meet its own commitments and obligations, and demonstrate
leadership in advancing gender equality at a time when women globally are facing a rollback in their
rights.
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How can new legislation be gender-responsive?
The CJC-recommended BHREA uses the Bribery Act’s ‘failure to prevent’ model to introduce a duty to
prevent harm on companies owned or operated in the UK. This harm is highly gender-specific with
corporate activities having adverse impacts on women’s rights and gender equality. 

The ‘failure to prevent’ model puts the burden of proof on companies to demonstrate that all reasonable
steps to prevent harm were taken, including by conducting human rights and environmental due
diligence. Human rights and environmental due diligence which is not gender-responsive at every step
of the process cannot be considered sufficient to prevent harm and must not be a defence for
companies.

The UK Government must ensure the following provisions are included in any new human rights and
environmental due diligence legislation:

Ensure the scope covers the full value chain, including companies of all sizes doing
business in the UK. Women are more likely to depend on precarious, informalised
employment, including within small to medium sized subsidiaries, including in the UK,
and be impacted by production and extraction in and around their lands and territories,
so any legislation must cover companies of all sizes throughout the entire value chain. In
line with the international standards as set out in the UN Guiding Principles, all
companies doing business in the UK must ensure their global value chains are free of
human rights abuses and environmental harm.

Explicitly require gender-responsive due diligence throughout every step of the due
diligence process, ensuring that all outcomes are gender-positive, and that meaningful
stakeholder engagement, consent and monitoring are gender-informed. Despite gender-
specific impacts of corporate activities happening across all sectors, women are often
excluded from consultation and decision-making processes, meaning their rights are not
adequately addressed. To remedy this, gender must be integrated and women, including
women trade unionists and human rights defenders, meaningfully engaged throughout
the entire due diligence process. Gender disaggregated data must also be collected to
enable targeted interventions and track progress. Outcomes must incorporate a gender-
positive approach, taking into account issues such as unpaid care and domestic work,
and GBV.
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This briefing forms part of a wider series on the need for a new Business, Human Rights and Environment
Act. For an issue-specific briefing on the environment and the just transition see here.

We urge you to express your support for a gender-responsive BHREA in Parliament at every available
opportunity. Please ask questions, join debates, and sign the pledge at goodbusinessmatters.org.

For more information, or suggested Parliamentary Questions/next steps please contact:
dominique.muller@cjcoalition.org

Ensure access to effective remedy and justice for all women whose rights have been
infringed, including those experiencing additional barriers and specific considerations
for women human rights defenders, including women trade union activists. Women
experience additional barriers in accessing remediation and justice, with these barriers
exacerbated by other factors such as age, race, caste, migrant status, language and
literacy. Companies must be required to provide accessible, bottom-up, gender-
responsive forms of remedy and redress,  and adequate judicial mechanisms must also
be provided to ensure access to justice. This includes reversal of the burden of proof as a
core element to improve access to justice via judicial means. Women human rights
defenders and trade unionists are at particular risk of violence, so companies must
ensure their protection and develop gender-responsive warning systems.
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