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Background

This seminar was a parallel event to the 10th International Conference of National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) on the theme of Business and Human Rights and the role NHRIs can play in improving human rights in a globalised world. The Conference took place at the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh from 8th - 10th October 2010. 
The Seminar

The seminar was organized by the Scottish Human Rights Commission in collaboration with the University of Glasgow, the University of St Andrews, the Scottish Forum of Professional Ethics and the Centre for Social and Environmental Accounting Research. 

The purpose of the half-day seminar was to bring together academic and professional communities with the Scottish Human Rights Commission in order to explore the integration of human rights into business school curricula and professional education. This pioneering event included discussion of national and international best practice and provided an important opportunity to initiate a dialogue between the Commission and other stakeholders on their role in respecting and promoting human rights. 
Participation

All Business Schools in Scotland were invited to participate together with the professions, a representative of the private sector and the Scottish government. The seminar was well attended by a wide variety of academics, professionals and individuals who valuably contributed to the discussion. 
The Event 

The Chair of the seminar was Professor Gillian Hogg from Herriot Watt University who welcomed the participants and keynote addresses were delivered by Professor Alan Miller, Chair of the Scottish Human Rights Commission; Ron Popper, Head of Corporate Responsibility at ABB and Chris Marsden OBE, Chair of Trustees of the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre and Institute for Human Rights and Business.

Professor Miller started the discussion by explaining the background and events leading to this seminar and described the importance and potential of human rights in higher education and business. He reminded the participants that the connection between human rights and business is one of the most pressing issues in current human rights discourse and that the realisation of human rights requires a share of responsibility among the members in the community. This means that there is also an essential contribution to be made by those responsible for educating and training professionals, in particular those training the economic leaders of the future. 

Ron Popper as a representative of the business sector emphasised the important role that human rights play in today’s business enterprises. He explained how environmental and social impact assessments have prompted companies to pay more attention to human issues and the real business case for getting it right. However, he reminded us that it is urgent that human rights are considered from an early stage as they can be a force for change on how companies make business. He highlighted the need for qualified professionals that understand the link between human rights and business operations, management and investment in order for future business people to be able to take appropriate decisions at home and abroad (i.e. better understanding stakeholders). For this, business schools have to give a higher profile to human rights as people and environmental considerations are as important as financial aspects. 

Chris Marsden shared his teaching experience on how to mainstream business and human rights into MBA teaching. He suggested itemising corporate responsibility/human rights issues and their relevance to MBA disciplines such as strategic management, accounting and finance, legal, marketing, human resources and supply chain management. He argued that the urgency of understanding that that we live in an interconnected world, where governments cannot possibly protect or promote human rights on their own. A world where business plays an important role in protecting human rights and achieving the so called triple bottom line is critical. He suggested that the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico has shown that an environmental disaster can be as financially devastating for a company as a downturn in business. Universities, therefore, have to provide students with the appropriate tools for that better understanding of the world. 
The Respondents on behalf of the educational institutions were Dr Nadia Bernaz from the Middlesex University; Professor Graeme Martin from University of Glasgow and Professor Pauline Weetman, University of Edinburgh and member of the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland.

Dr Bernaz shared her experience of developing a MA in Human Rights and Business. The course is designed to provide professionals from the corporate, non-governmental and legal sectors with a critical understanding of the international regulatory framework and key issues that will drive the future of ethical globalisation. She outlined the challenges of teaching human rights in this context and the perils of understanding human rights as a political instrument rather than an element that impacts business daily and directly. 
Professor Martin took a critical approach to the matter and questioned the exclusivity and value of human rights as a sole ethical tool for business conduct. He expressed doubts for using human rights concepts (for the business sectors) due to its cultural relativist nature. 

He suggested the impossibility in making any kind of real objective measurement of the company's social performance, so, he argued, that examples of positive impacts of using human rights are absent.  
Professor Weetman recalled the importance of human rights principles in accounting and professional ethics. She reminded the participants that investors increasingly want companies to include information about their social and environmental impact in annual reports, to help judge potential risks. Unfortunately, she remarked, finance ethics is sometimes overlooked and often addressed as matters of law rather than ethics. Professor Weetman urged the participants to engage in further dialogue on these key issues. 

Professor Hogg brought the day to a close with a stimulating welcoming of human rights into the business schools’ ground. 

Conclusions 

The seminar examined the issue of business and human rights in the educational context and explored the responsibility for business schools and professional bodies in promoting human rights. During the seminar it became clear that there is a need to improve understanding of why human rights are relevant to business, particularly to SME, as well as increase the ability of business schools on how to embed this better understanding into business education.  
 
