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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/global-sweep-finds-40-of-firms-green-claims-could-be-misleading
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https://www.sedex.com/app/uploads/2022/09/Sedex-Auditor-Rules-AQP-2020-Final.pdf
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https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/04/19/break-their-lineage-break-their-roots/chinas-crimes-against-humanity-targeting
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/06/china-draconian-repression-of-muslims-in-xinjiang-amounts-to-crimes-against-humanity/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/08/31/china-new-un-report-alleges-crimes-against-humanity
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 Response from Sedex to Human Rights Watch letter of 15 March 2023 (Part 2) 
  
 
About Sedex 
 
Ahead of our response, it may be helpful to clarify how Sedex is set up and operates, 
including where our tools and services fit in to businesses’ wider supply chain 
sustainability due diligence programmes.  
 
Sedex is a services provider, and a small business of under 200 employees situated across 
a handful of countries worldwide. Brands and other buyer companies use Sedex to 
understand their supply chains and assess their suppliers and supplier sites, as part of 
their social compliance and supply chain human rights due diligence programmes. They 
join Sedex as members to access our platform, tools, and services.  
 
Sedex was established by business members in 2004, with the explicit purpose of 
encouraging improved labour conditions and responsible practices in global supply 
chains (see our stated Objects 3.1 and 3.2 in our Memorandum and Articles of Association). 
This founding purpose remains protected. Our governance also includes the proviso that 
any profits are invested back into the business to continue furthering this purpose (see our 
Articles of Association, Article 86). We remain owned by our members.  
 
Our tools and services are designed to support buyers to assess and better understand 
their supply chain risks. They are built on international best practice frameworks such as 
the UNGPs, and we provide guidance to support our members in operating in line with 
these principles.  
 
While Sedex makes recommendations to our buyer members, aligned with the UNGPs, 
we do not set requirements or have regulatory powers over our members and their supply 
chain sustainability due diligence programmes. This means that while we encourage 
buyer members to follow best practice and adopt a human rights due diligence approach, 
we do not assess buyer members on whether they do this or sanction them if they do 
not.   
  
We recommend businesses employ a combination of assessment tools and other 
mechanisms to build a detailed understanding of the conditions, practices, and workers 
in their supply chains, and to monitor the effectiveness of their programmes. We are aware 
that our members use a range of risk analysis, site assessment, monitoring, grievance 
mechanism, improvement and reporting tools and services to manage human rights due 
diligence, and aim to drive equality and improvements for workers through a wide variety 
of initiatives and commitments. This includes but is not limited to Sedex’s solutions. 
Activities that are carried out outside of our platform, tools and services are not visible to 
Sedex.  
 
Suppliers are assessed through our Radar risk assessment tool, Self-Assessment 
Questionnaire (SAQ) and on-site audit tool SMETA. SMETA does include requirements for 
improvements to suppliers by enabling auditors to note down non-compliance and set 
timelines for remediation, which suppliers then work to address. Enforcement and any 
sanctions on suppliers are managed by buyers – and we again recommend buyers adopt 
a best practice approach, aligned with the UNGPs and putting worker welfare at the 
centre of remedial activities.  
  

https://www.sedex.com/app/uploads/2023/05/Sedex-Information-Exchange-Articles-of-Association-May-2023.pdf
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Sedex understands and supports the need for greater transparency in supply chains, 
however the decision to publish an audit report is held by members. This is because the 
data on Sedex’s platform is owned by our members. Our terms and conditions prevent us 
from sharing specific information on any individual member, site, or audit. 

We recognise that, like all companies, we can always do more to improve social and 
environmental practices in supply chains and that our tools and services can always be 
improved. We regularly review and evolve our tools and services towards this goal. For 
example, we are currently updating SMETA with the aim to improve critical issue 
detection, we annually update the data in our Radar tool, and are revising our SAQ to 
encourage more accurate data captured within this.  

We welcome Human Rights Watch and others’ efforts to facilitate workable solutions, and 
support collaborative initiatives to identify, develop and execute these. We appreciate 
Human Rights Watch’s constructive recommendations and will consider them in future 
product developments. 

 
Section II, questions 7-15: Tracking members’ measures “beyond social audits” on 
forced labour 

Our forced labour insights offering is based on multiple tools, including information from 
social audits, data and insights pulled from an SAQ, and multiple sources of external data 
in Radar (which include The World Bank, the World Economic Forum, the UN, the ILO, and 
the ITUC’s Global Rights Index).  
 
Better identification of forced labour is a key element of our strategy, along with gender, 
living wage, and worker voice. We are evolving our tools to do this as effectively as 
possible, including current work to improve critical issue detection at SMETA audits, 
annually updating the data in our Radar tool, and revising our SAQ to encourage more 
accurate data captured within this. As we evolve our tools, we are also assessing 
additional and improved ways to highlight forced labour risks to our members.  
 
Our guidance 1  recommends that Sedex members review forced labour risks and 
indicators identified to decide what further investigations or actions are needed to reduce 
the risks or remediate actual forced labour, however these are recommendations only, 
rather than requirements of Sedex membership.  
 
Sedex does not obligate our members to conduct an investigation, nor that members 
provide visibility of their full supply chain human rights due diligence programmes to us. 
This includes investigative activities that would take place outside of the Sedex tools, 
services and platform.  
  
We appreciate Human Rights Watch recognising the value of Sedex’s insights reports 
using aggregate data from our platform.  
 

 
1 For example, in our report “Recognising forced labour risks in global supply chains: Sedex findings from 100,000 audits” 
(pages 5 and 23), in our “Introduction to forced labour” (see sections on forced labour indicators”) and in our guidance on 
understanding the indicators of forced labour. 

https://www.sedex.com/blog/understanding-supply-chain-risks-with-the-radar-risk-tool/
https://www.sedex.com/app/uploads/2022/12/Sedex-Recognising-forced-labour-risks.pdf
https://www.sedex.com/blog/sedex-introduction-to-forced-labour/
https://www.sedex.com/blog/understanding-the-indicators-of-forced-labour/
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Section III, questions 16-27: Instituting more robust audit quality controls  

The focus of Sedex’s Audit Quality Programme (AQP) is to continuously improve the 
quality and accuracy of SMETA audits, improve the detection and reporting of onsite 
issues, and drive consistency across Affiliate Audit Companies. We recognise that this is a 
journey and a continuous process, and that there are opportunities for further 
improvement. We regularly review the programme to address these opportunities and 
draw on findings from the programme to make improvements to SMETA. 
 
AQP comprises manual audit report spot check reviews, management systems audits of 
AACs, grievance and query mechanisms, and providing auditor training modules. Auditor 
rules are published on Sedex’s website. We can sanction audit firms through suspension 
or termination.  
 
Suspended firms are listed on Sedex’s website and are removed once a suspension is 
removed. Any terminated firms are removed from the list of approved AACs. These 
suspensions and terminations are proactively published internally to members linked to 
audits conducted in the previous 12 months. 
 
An overview of the programme, activities and sanctions is published on our website. 
 
In 2024 we plan to expand the AQP team to enhance its capacity to investigate audit 
issues. 
 
We appreciate that there are costs involved in auditing programmes and that suppliers 
can end up paying for audits. The decision to fund a supplier’s audit is agreed between a 
buyer and supplier. To reduce the burden on suppliers and maximise supplier value we 
provide low-cost supplier access to the Sedex platform, access to e-learning as part of 
supplier membership, and enable and encourage members to share audits so they can 
avoid rebooking audits where audits are already available (thereby reducing audit fatigue 
and duplication of cost and effort).   
 
 
 
Section IV, questions 28-29: Publicly acknowledging the limitations of social audits in 
all Sedex materials 
 
Currently, no one tool alone can or should be relied on to uncover and remediate all 
human rights risks, or impacts occurring, within global supply chains. However, we work 
hard to ensure SMETA provides a robust methodology for detecting issues and believe it 
to be a strong, and scalable, method for deploying eyes and ears on sites to check 
performance across the fundamental ILO Conventions and highlight where improvement 
is needed.  
 
SMETA audits cover the entire ETI Base Code and provide a snapshot of supplier 
performance on the day/s the audit takes place. Audits can act as a starting point for 
further investigation and a good foundation for suppliers and buyers to understand the 
ways in which they need to improve to meet local laws and the ETI Base Code.  
 
Where more in depth assessments on specific issue/s are needed, other assessment 
tools that allow more focused investigation may be more appropriate. 
 

https://www.sedex.com/app/uploads/2022/09/Sedex-Auditor-Rules-AQP-2020-Final.pdf
https://www.sedex.com/sedex-audit-quality-programme/
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Audits continue to identify and enable resolution of thousands of issues at work sites every 
year. We recommend businesses employ a combination of assessment tools and other 
mechanisms to build a detailed understanding of the conditions, practices, and workers 
in their supply chains, and to monitor the effectiveness of their programmes. We are aware 
that our members use a range of risk analysis, site assessment, monitoring, grievance 
mechanism, improvement and reporting tools and services to manage human rights due 
diligence. 
 
In addition to our assessment tools, we also support members’ supply chain human rights 
due diligence programmes via our Sedex Consulting team, who work with companies to 
advise on and develop responsible sourcing programmes tailored to a client’s unique 
supply chain, risks, and needs. Outside of this bespoke service, Sedex does not take or 
enforce a view on where and how to use SMETA beyond our general SMETA guidance – 
such decisions are part of each member’s wider human rights due diligence programme.  
 
We agree that social audits are not a substitute for effectively enforced human rights and 
environmental due diligence legislation, and welcome the increased legislation being 
developed and coming into force around the world to encourage corporate sustainability 
due diligence across social, environmental and ethical areas. 
 
 
Section V, question 30: Suspending social audits in high-risk regions such as in the 
Xinjiang region of China 
 
As above – Sedex does not take or enforce a view on where and how to use SMETA. 
 
We are aware of reported challenges in conducting supply chain due diligence and audits 
within some high-risk regions, including constraints on access by independent auditors, 
that make obtaining reliable information by any safe and ethical means (including 
interviewing workers) difficult.   
 
We support audit companies’ autonomy to make their own, informed, decisions about 
where they choose to operate, or believe they can operate without risks to auditors’ safety 
or increased risks to audit quality and accuracy. 
 
 
Section VI, questions 31-39: Transparency about Sedex members and audited sites 
 
Sedex understands and supports the need for greater transparency in supply chains, We 
support our members’ efforts to increase transparency, including where members make 
information on their supply chains information publicly available and publish audit 
information or reports.  
 
However, under our Terms of Service Sedex cannot publish or publicly share individual 
details about Sedex members, work sites, audits and audit reports.  
 
We continue to review Sedex’s role in facilitating greater transparency. This is a point of 
ongoing discussion within Sedex.  
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Section VII, questions 37-39: Instituting a robust grievance redress mechanism and 
other outcomes-based monitoring 
 
Our Audit team manage the grievances relating to SMETA, auditors and audit companies 
received through our audit grievance process. As in line with best practice for grievance 
mechanisms, these are handled confidentially to ensure concerns can be raised safely 
through this channel.  
 
We accept grievances from audited parties, individual workers, auditors, audit companies 
and third parties in relation to the conduct of SMETA auditors and Sedex AACs. Where a 
party wishes to raise a formal grievance, we follow a formal procedure that allows an audit 
firm receiving a grievance adequate opportunity to respond, and Sedex comes to a 
conclusion which can include corrective action and/or sanctioning.  
 
We can also pursue investigations outside of the formal procedure and draw on findings 
to make improvements to SMETA. This takes place either when a party does not want to 
raise a formal complaint e.g. as is the case for some anonymous whistleblowers, or where 
the complaint indicates a need to improve the SMETA methodology rather than a fault by 
an audit firm. 
 
 
Section VIII, question 40: Collaborating to set up effective grievance redress 
mechanisms 
 
Sedex does not have a grievance mechanism for workers with regard to their relationship 
with their places of work.  
 
We are aware that many Sedex members have established, facilitate, collaborate to 
provide, or fund independent grievance mechanisms as part of their supply chain human 
rights due diligence programmes. We support and encourage these efforts.  
 
Sedex’s Consulting team can support businesses to incorporate and set up independent 
grievance mechanisms.  


	5. Sedex Letter March 15 (002)_Redacted.pdf
	6. 230530 Sedex response to HRW Pt. 2 (002).pdf



