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SUPPLY CHAIN LAW 
-THE GERMAN RESPONSIBILITY- 

 
 

The shadow of globalization 

Due to growing global value and supply 

chains, environmental and human rights vio-

lations in the areas of production and trade 

business are becoming increasingly common 

nowadays. Child labour and starvation 

wages, discrimination and a lack of labour 

rights, especially within developing coun-

tries, aren't uncommon. For example, during 

the cotton harvest in Uzbekistan or in the 

brick production in India, where people work 

under exploitative conditions with no health 

and safety measures. Shocking publications 

by the International Labour Organization 

(ILO), a specialized agency of the United Na-

tions, show that in 2016 around 25 million 

people were in forced labour and around 152 

million boys and girls were engaged in child 

labour.1 These are just a few of the many neg-

ative aspects that can be traced back to the 

globalization of economic cycles, from 

which the end consumer benefits through fa-

vourable prices, but at the expense of envi-

ronmental and human rights violations along 

the supply chain. 

 

 
Source: https://unsplash.com/photos/OQMZwNd3ThU 

Germany late to join in 

“The exploitation of people and nature as well as 

child labour must not become the foundation of a 

global economy and our prosperity”, German De-

velopment Minister Dr Gerd Müller clarifies.2 For 

this reason, the Supply Chain Law will be intro-

duced in 2023 to ensure fair global supply and 

value chains. The introduction of the Supply 

Chain Law is a response by the German govern-

ment to the lack of voluntary implementation of 

the 2016 National Action Plan for Business and 

Human Rights (NAP). By doing so, Germany 

joins other European countries such as the Neth-

erlands, Great Britain or France, which have al-

ready passed national laws regarding environmen-

tal protection and human rights concerning their 

supply chains.3 Thus, Germany is finally taking 

responsibility to ensure safe labour standards with 

respect to human rights in global networks. 

 

 
Figure 1: Interesting facts you should know, Source: Own illustration based on BMZ (2021)4 
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Things that should improve 

 

The Supply Chain Law is intended to make companies responsible for the entire supply chain in 

the future.5 From 2023 onwards, in the event a violation occurs, affected companies must take 

remedial action in their own business units and at direct suppliers, as well as initiate preventive 

measures.6 If a violation at a direct supplier cannot be ended in the near future, the company will 

have to develop a plan for minimization and prevention. For an indirect supplier, the duties of care 

listed in Figure 2 have to be applied. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Requirements from the Supply Chain Law, Source: Own illustration based on BMAS (2021)7 
 

 

The law will apply to companies with more 

than 3,000 employees from 2023 and to those 

with more than 1,000 employees from 2024.8 

Furthermore, the draft also includes the protec-

tion of health and the environment in addition 

to the pure protection of human rights.9 The 

Federal Office of Economics and Export Con-

trol, as an established authority, will be respon-

sible for the external monitoring. The intention 

is to allow better review of company reports in 

the future and to make it easier to pursue com-

plaints. If a company violates the law, fines are 

possible. 

 

The influence of trade associations 

From a distance, the draft gives the impression 

that the core idea of "preventing environmental 

and human rights violations" has been under-

stood in general.  

 However, a closer look reveals that the content 

and its upcoming implementation raises ques-

tions in several fundamental areas. The draft ad-

justment feels to us as if it pays homage to the 

business associations. This is made clear by a 

report of the political magazine Monitor. In ad-

dition to their general position of power, the re-

port shows the huge influence of the business 

associations even in the highest positions, such 

as to the Federal Minister of Economics, Peter 

Altmaier.10 In particular, a more SME-friendly 

structure of the law was demanded, which will 

reduce the number of companies affected by 

more than half in the future. This means that 

from 2024, only companies with more than 

1,000 employees will be affected by the new 

regulations. For us as people of an export nation 

like Germany, whose economy is characterized 

not only by global players but also by numerous 

hidden champions, this cannot be a very desira-

ble goal. 
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Profit over human rights? 

In order to be able to ensure compliance with 

environmental standards and human rights, not 

only the top of the supply chain should be con-

sidered. Many problems only occur in down-

stream production steps far back in the supply 

chain. Unfortunately, little attention is paid to 

this problem in the Supply Chain Law, as com-

panies are just directly responsible for their di-

rect suppliers. In comparison, the duties of dili-

gence for indirect suppliers, however, have been 

significantly weakened.  As a result, the overall 

situation of the most affected people in the 

poorer countries of the world will change little 

to nothing in the future. This creates the impres-

sion that corporate profit takes priority over hu-

man rights.   

 

Such a situation should not be in the interest of 

German companies, which also benefit greatly 

from their good international reputation. An-

other questionable point is that civil liability has 

been completely removed from the current draft. 

 

  

This way, companies could have been held 

more liable for environmental and human rights 

violations. There is now the possibility for 

those affected to sue via non-governmental or-

ganizations and trade unions. However, compa-

nies will only be punished with a fine, or in the 

worst case with exclusion from public tenders. 

Of course, we understand the liability risk of 

German companies in this point, yet there 

should and cannot be any limits in an area as 

important as human rights. 

 

In conclusion, the draft of the Supply Chain 

Law seems somewhat woolly, although this 

statement has already been put into perspective 

by Peter Altmaier. The responsible ministers 

give the impression that the law is a complete 

success and can also serve as a blueprint for Eu-

rope in the future. Our question is: For whom is 

the law a success? For the business associations 

or for the people who are exposed to human 

rights violations on a daily basis? 

 
⁓987 Words 
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