
 

 
Especially in low-wage countries, child 
labor is common - human rights, work 
and health safety, and environmental 
protection are insufficiently respected. 
Due to a lack of social safeguards, 
many workers are exposed to 
enormous social and health risks, which 
makes working conditions highly 
problematic.1 In order to counteract this 
inhumane development, the current 
federal government in Germany already 
decided to enact a supply chain law 
when it adopted the coalition agreement 
in 2018.2 After a long tug-of-war 
between the three ministries of labor 
and social affairs, economy as well as 
development, a draft of a "law on 
corporate due diligence in supply 
chains" was finally published on March 
03, 2021.3 
 

 
Transparency in the supply chain is also intended to 
prevent the use of child laborers in the value chain4 

 
1 Stamm et al. (2019, p. 1) 
2 Parliamentary groups of the CDU/CSU/SPD 
(2018, pp. 159–162) 
3 German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Energy (2021) 

 
Supply Chain Law – Explanation, 
objectives and control 
  
First of all, a brief explanation: The law 
serves to oblige companies based in 
Germany to fulfill their social and 
environmental responsibilities along the 
entire supply chain. The aim is to 
incorporate internationally recognized  
human rights into the law and thereby 
respect them. In concrete terms, 
companies should achieve this by 
implementing human rights due 
diligence obligations. Environmental 
protection also plays a role - but only if 
environmental risks could lead to 
human rights violations.5  
 
Following approval by the Bundestag, 
which is expected to take place during 
this legislative period (by September 
2021), the law is expected to enter into 
force on January 01, 2023 and will 
initially apply to companies with more 
than 3,000 employees. From 01 
January 2024, companies with more 
than 1,000 employees will then also be 
covered by this regulation. (in total 
3,500 companies in Germany)6 
 
Such an ambitious undertaking must, of 
course, also be controlled. The Federal 
Office of Economics and Export Control 
(BAFA) is to provide support in both 
implementation and monitoring the 
regulations. 

4 International Labour Office (2017, p. 5) 
5 German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Energy (2021) 
6 Meitinger (2021b) 
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If a company violates the regulations, 
the range of fines for serious violations 
extends up to one percent of global 
group sales. Depending on the type of 
infringement and a fine of €175,000 or 
more, the company can also be 
excluded from public procurement for a 
period of one to three years.7 
 
What are the arguments in favor of 
the law? 
 
The German Federal Minister of Labor 
and Social Affairs, Hubertus Heil, sees 
the new Supply Chain Act as a 
"breakthrough for strengthening human 
rights. With it, he wants to back of all 
those companies that are already 
committed to a fair supply chain and 
have so far had to chalk this up as a 
competitive disadvantage. 
 
German Minister of Economic Affairs 
Peter Altmeier points to the "gradation 
of due diligence obligations" according 
to which companies will not be 
overburdened. He says that the focus is 
only on larger companies, small and 
medium-sized companies are not 
affected. Altmeier is of the opinion that 
small and medium-sized companies do 
not have the influence to sufficiently 
observe human rights in the supply 
chain. He also sees the law as an 
important "impetus" for European 
legislation that shows what is also 
acceptable for business. This is 
supposed to shape the EU legislative 
process currently underway.8 
 
Are the regulations sufficient? 
 
Antje von Dewitz, CEO of the outdoor 
equipment manufacturer Vaude, likes 
the fact that companies now have to 
take responsibility, but criticizes that a 

 
7 German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Energy (2021) 
8 German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Energy (2021) 
9 Meitinger (2021a) 

large proportion of textile companies 
are organized as medium-sized 
enterprises and are thus not affected by 
the new law. Worse still, she says, this 
implies that a large proportion of textile 
companies cannot shoulder the 
responsibility.9 
 
Although the German government sees 
its way of making only large companies 
liable as a way forward for Europe, EU 
Commissioner for Justice Didier 
Reynders also wants to make smaller 
companies liable, because according to 
him, there are some EU member states 
that do not have a single company that 
would be liable according to German 
standards.10 
 
In addition to the national go-it-alone 
approach, the chemical industry 
association also criticizes the 
terminology in the draft law that leaves 
a great deal of room for interpretation: 
From the draft it does not become clear 
what “appropriate” corporate actions 
would be according to the law. For the 
chemical industry, this does not provide 
any planning certainty. It is also 
considered to be problematic that the 
law does not only target the supply 
chain, but also the actions of the 
company itself - not only its suppliers.11 
 
Will everything be getting better 
now? 
 
First of all, companies are obliged to 
analyze their supply chains in detail in 
order to assess where their greatest 
risks of violating minimum social and 
ecological standards are. Within the 
next two years, they have to develop 
the necessary countermeasures to 
prevent violations, or at least to mitigate 
and compensate for them. Whether and 

10 German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Affairs and Energy (2021) 
11 Meitinger (2021b) 
 



 

how companies based in Germany will 
succeed in complying with the 
regulations is still unclear at this point in 
time. The same applies to how 
consistently the control authorities will 
take action in the event of violations. If 
the voices of the critics are to be 
believed, this draft law is just a drop in 
the bucket anyway, because it is simply 
not far-reaching enough. However, if 
one considers Germany's position in 
global trade, it must be acknowledged 
that this sends an important signal to 
combat not only social inequality but 
also morally reprehensible business 
tactics. However, to ensure that this 
does not remain symbolic politics and 
that this spark turns into a blazing fire, it 
is definitely necessary for Germany to 
make use of its influential position in the 
EU - all nations (including those outside 
the EU) must be invited to the same 
table to avoid a patchwork quilt and to 
jointly develop a binding regulation. At 
the same time, it should not be lost sight 
of the fact that this law should serve the 
people, not the companies for their 
marketing campaigns - because only 
when the dignity of every human being 
is respected one can say "Yes, the 
world has become a better place!". 

Words in total: 990 
 
References 
German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 

and Energy. (2021, March 3). 
Bundeskabinett verabschiedet 
Sorgfaltspflichtengesetz [Press release]. 
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Presse
mitteilungen/2021/03/20210303-
bundeskabinett-verabschiedet-
sorgfaltspflichtengesetz.html 
(Date accessed: 27.03.2021) 

International Labour Office. (2017). Global 
estimates of child labour: Results and 
trends, 2012-2016. ILO 
(Date accessed: 27.03.2021).  

Meitinger, T. (2021a, March 2). Kommentar: 
Geht das Lieferkettengesetz weit genug? 
Die mittelständisch geprägte deutsche 
Textilindustrie sei von dem aktuell 
geplanten Lieferkettengesetz in vielen 
Teilen gar nicht erfasst, argumentiert 
Vaude-Geschäftsführerin Antje von Dewitz. 
https://logistik-heute.de/news/kommentar-
geht-das-lieferkettengesetz-weit-genug-
33022.html  
(Date accessed: 27.03.2021) 

Meitinger, T. (2021b, March 4). 
Lieferkettengesetz: Bundeskabinett 
konkretisiert Bußgeldkatalog: Der VCI 
kritisiert, der vom Bundeskabinett 
beschlossene Gesetzentwurf bringe 
„Rechtunsicherheit“. https://logistik-
heute.de/news/lieferkettengesetz-
bundeskabinett-konkretisiert-
bussgeldkatalog-33036.html  
(Date accessed: 27.03.2021) 

Parliamentary groups of the CDU/CSU/SPD. 
(2018). Ein neuer Aufbruch für Europa - 
Eine neue Dynamik für Deutschland - Ein 
neuer Zusammenhalt für unser Land: 
Koalitionsvertrag zwischen CDU, CSU und 
SPD [19. Legislaturperiode]. 
https://www.bundesregierung.de/resource/b
lob/656734/847984/5b8bc23590d4cb2892b
31c987ad672b7/2018-03-14-
koalitionsvertrag-data.pdf 
(Date accessed: 27.03.2021) 

Stamm, A., Altenburg, T., Müngersdorff, M., 
Stoffel, T., & Vrolijk, K. (2019). Soziale und 
ökologische Herausforderungen der 
globalen Textilwirtschaft: Lösungsbeiträge 
der deutschen 
Entwicklungszusammenarbeit. Deutsches 
Institut für Entwicklungspolitik gGmbH. 
https://www.die-
gdi.de/uploads/media/DIE_Publikation_Text
ilwirtschaft_2019.pdf  
(Date accessed: 27.03.2021) 

 
We hereby allow Carola Schulz to 
publish this article on her HHN 
webpage. 
 


