
Joint final statement by the German National Contact Point for the OECD Guidelines for 

Multinational Enterprises, the European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights (ECCHR) and 

Otto Stadtlander GmbH regarding a complaint by the ECCHR against Otto Stadtlander 

GmbH/Bremen 

 

On 22 October 2010 the European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights (ECCHR) and the 

Uzbek-German Forum for Human Rights e.V. (hereinafter “the complainants”) lodged a complaint 

with the German National Contact Point for the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises 

against Otto Stadtlander GmbH/Bremen (hereinafter “the respondent”). At the same time, the 

ECCHR lodged OECD complaints against Swiss, British and French cotton traders with their respective 

National Contact Points. 

 

The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, which are implemented on a voluntary basis and 

form part of the OECD Declaration on International Investment and Multinational Enterprises, are 

recommendations encouraging responsible entrepreneurial behaviour. The governments of OECD 

member countries and other participating countries have committed themselves, via their 

respective National Contact Points, to promoting the implementation of this code of conduct and 

helping to resolve complaints by means of a confidential mediation process involving relevant 

partners. 

 

The primary element of the complaint brought before the German National Contact Point was the 

assertion that the respondent, by purchasing Uzbek cotton from state-owned companies in 

Uzbekistan, was supporting/profiting from child labour. The complaint also asserted that the 

respondent was able, as a result of its business links, directly to exert influence on those responsible 

for cotton production in the Uzbek government and had failed to use that influence to pursue a 

critical dialogue on the issue of child labour or contribute in any other way to the improvement of 

the situation. 

 

The complainants demanded, specifically, that the respondent: 

 

1. boycott Uzbek cotton for as long as the problem of child labour remains unresolved; 

2. call on Uzbekistan to accept an ILO observer mission during the harvest in autumn 2011; 

3. take all conceivable steps to prevent the use of child labour in cotton production in 

Uzbekistan; 

4. disclose the quantities of Uzbek cotton that it imports every year, as well as details of its 

clients. 

 

The German National Contact Point carried out a thorough assessment of the background to the 

complaint. Statements were obtained and discussions were held. 

 

Prior to the decision to conduct an in-depth assessment, the German National Contact Point 

thoroughly investigated the facts of the matter in discussions with the respondent’s chief executive 

on 11 April 2011 and discussions with representatives of the ECCHR on 15 April 2011. Both sides had 

already been given the opportunity to express their points of view in a written statement. Finally, 



talks were held on 21 July 2011 on the premises of the German National Contact Point, bringing 

together representatives of both the complainant and the respondent. 

 

The federal government read the reports of continued use of child labour in the Uzbek cotton 

industry in 2010 with considerable concern. Child labour is a particularly serious violation of 

children’s human rights. The federal government is resolute in its opposition to all forms of child 

labour. It therefore calls, both bilaterally and within the European Union, for an end to the use of 

child labour in the harvesting of cotton in Uzbekistan and has demanded, both in international fora 

and in bilateral talks, that the Uzbek authorities take effective steps to abolish this practice. The 

federal government will keep up the pressure on Uzbekistan with a view to putting an end to the use 

of child labour in the harvesting of cotton. 

 

Despite the absence of an investment nexus, the German National Contact Point found the 

complaint, in principle, to be sufficiently relevant to merit an in-depth assessment. 

 

Point 1 

On the basis of the documentation and information provided by Otto Stadtlander GmbH, the 

German National Contact Point is convinced that the respondent – contrary to the assertions made 

in the complaint – has not been supplied directly by Uzbek state-owned companies for 16 years, 

instead purchasing central Asian cotton exclusively from wholesalers. Although around 5% of the 

cotton supplied on the basis of those contracts is Uzbek cotton, the purchaser is scarcely able to 

influence matters in this regard given the structure of those transactions. There is no national import 

ban on Uzbek cotton. Consequently, the demands made in point 1 are without justification. 

 

Point 2 

In 2010 the ILO’s most senior decision-making body, the International Labour Conference (ILC), 

decided to send a high-level ILO observer mission to Uzbekistan. There was a broad consensus on 

this matter, with both the majority of employer and employee associations and the majority of 

governments supporting this move. The 2011 ILC also saw in-depth discussions regarding 

Uzbekistan’s violation of Convention 182 on the prohibition of the worst forms of child labour. The 

situation in Uzbekistan was considered to be one of six particularly serious cases. The 2011 ILC again 

saw employer and employee associations and numerous governments call on Uzbekistan to allow 

the ILO’s observer mission to go ahead. Thus far, Uzbekistan’s government has refused to allow this 

high-level observer mission to proceed.  

 

So, constant political pressure is being exerted on Uzbekistan’s government by the international 

community. Thus far, however, all efforts have been in vain. Consequently, the degree of influence 

that can be exerted on the Uzbek government by individual companies is generally extremely limited 

– especially in this case, where the respondent does not trade directly with the relevant state-owned 

companies in Uzbekistan. Thus, the demands made by the complainants in point 2 are not feasible. 

Nevertheless, we continue to urge companies to do whatever they can to prevent the use of child 

labour. 

 

Point 3 



Given the current market situation – a real seller’s market, with cotton in short supply – it generally 

appears very difficult to influence those responsible for Uzbekistan’s cotton trade from the buyer 

side. The respondent only deals with relatively small amounts of Uzbek cotton, which – contrary to 

the assertions made by the complainant, as indicated in relation to point 1 – it does not purchase 

directly from state-owned companies in Uzbekistan. This was acknowledged by the complainant in 

two statements dated 17 and 18 November 2010. The respondent asserted that the company’s 

employee in Tashkent had no direct links to decision-makers in the Uzbek government and was not 

involved in the agreement of specific transactions. 

 

Otto Stadtlander GmbH is a founding member of the Association of Cotton Merchants in Europe 

(ACME), which has, on a number of occasions, called on Uzbekistan’s leaders to end the practice of 

child labour, most recently by means of a letter to the Minister for Foreign Trade dated 17 June 

2011. That letter calls on Uzbekistan, among other things, to enter into dialogue with the ILO, 

UNICEF and European retail trade associations and allow ILO and UNICEF observer missions to 

operate during the cotton harvest. 

 

The respondent has also announced that it will voluntarily implement the Code of Conduct for the 

Textile and Fashion Industry drawn up by the Textile and Fashion Confederation and make trading 

partners aware of that fact (e.g. when concluding contracts). These guidelines governing 

entrepreneurial activity incorporate the ILO’s core labour standards, and thus the prohibition of child 

labour. 

 

The firm also intends to join the UN Global Compact network, which has included the abolition of 

child labour as one of its ten fundamental principles. Every company participating in the UN Global 

Compact network is required to provide, on an annual basis, a publicly available written progress 

report detailing the current state of affairs as regards the company’s implementation of those 

fundamental principles. 

 

The respondent has also pledged to do whatever it can in the course of its business activities, when 

relevant opportunities arise or contact is made with relevant persons, as well as in the appropriate 

fora, to make clear its opposition to child labour and seek to ensure that cotton resulting from child 

labour is not purchased. Finally, the respondent has declared its willingness, in order to raise its 

employees’ awareness of this issue, to provide internal training on the issue of risk management in 

the supply chain (particularly as regards child labour in the cotton sector) in order to implement 

appropriate measures wherever possible within the supply chain. One year after the publication of 

this decision, Otto Stadtlander GmbH will report to the German National Contact Point on the steps 

taken in this regard. The measures detailed above fulfil the demands made by the complainants in 

point 3. 

 

Point 4 

The respondent has co-operated with the German National Contact Point and provided 

comprehensive data regarding its business activities. However, the respondent has justifiably 

refused to comply with the complainants’ demand that it reveal its clients, citing the protection of 

trade secrets. Thus, the demands made in point 4 have partially been met, with the remainder 

regarded as unjustified. 



 

The two sides have, following mediation by the National Contact Point, agreed on this final 

statement. The complainants pledge to refrain from publicly criticising the respondent’s previous 

corporate policies as regards the trading of Uzbek cotton. This does not include the expression of 

opinions relating to human rights violations in Uzbekistan that have no discernible link with the 

respondent or its corporate policies. The complainants will make clear in a press statement that their 

assertion that the respondent purchases large amounts of Uzbek cotton direct from state-owned 

companies in Uzbekistan has proven to be erroneous. As regards those claims, the complainants 

regret any damage done to the respondent’s reputation by the reporting of the complaint procedure 

in the media. 

 

 

 

Berlin, 1 November 2011 

 

[signed] 

For the National Contact Point 

Ministerial Counsellor Joachim Steffens 

Federal Ministry of Economics and Technology 

 

 

 

Berlin, 7 November 2011 

 

[signed] 

For the complainants 

Dr Miriam Saage-Maaß 

European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights (ECCHR) 

 

 

 

Berlin, 17 November 2011 

 

[signed] 

For the respondent 

Mr Rainer Hammer 

Otto Stadtlander GmbH 


