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Consumers International position paper on transparency and media access in the ISO SR process for the 3rd ISO Social Responsibility Working Group 

15-19 May 2006
Transparency begins at home 


ISO must set the standard on Social Responsibility

The ISO SR WG has its 3rd meeting in Lisbon, 15-19 May. This is a unique opportunity to enhance the rights of consumers worldwide, but the world federation of consumer organisations, Consumers International (CI), is strongly opposed to the continuing sustained opposition by the industry group,  blocking media from reporting on discussions at the event. 

Under pressure from Industry stakeholder group,  press access has been limited  to the opening and closing sessions of the plenary. This will mean the media will not be privy to discussions about the creation of the ISO SR standard, against the wishes of civil society and consumer groups. 

This is particularly disappointing as transparency forms a fundamental part of the entire concept of Social Responsibility. The ISO may risk damaging its reputation among consumers and civil society if this is allowed to continue.

Why is transparency in SR important to consumers? The case of pharmaceutical marketing

Transparent marketing practices are an essential element of SR. This is particularly so in the pharmaceutical industry where international drug companies plough billions of dollars into convincing doctors, pharmacists and consumers to buy their products. 

By sponsoring patient pressure groups, funding disease awareness campaigns and offering hospitality to medical experts, drug companies have found new and effective ways to influence consumer opinion. Transparent, easily available information about drug company involvement in such schemes would allow consumers to make an informed choice about the pharmaceutical products they buy. 

Consumers have a right to know how doctors prescribing patterns are influenced by relationships with drug companies.  Without consumer journalists making this issue public, consumers would be in the dark about poor SR practices. Such information is absent from glowing annual company sustainability reports and lofty SR statements on company websites. 

The report, to be published by Consumers International in June, unveils a catalogue of abuses of the SR principles many of these companies claim to uphold. The study claims:

· Breaches of regulations and SR codes that deal with drug promotion occur with regular frequency

· Industry self-regulation of drug promotion is weak to non-existent

· International and national regulatory frameworks put corporate profit ahead of consumer health and safety

· Existing drug promotion legislation is hopelessly outdated and requires an immediate update to include new marketing tactics  (such as drug company funding of internet chat rooms and patient groups) 

· The majority of companies do not disclose details of their marketing initiatives, raising serious questions of accountability and transparency.

Specifically, the findings demonstrate a staggering lack of transparency within the pharmaceutical industry. For instance:

· Only one (Bristol Meyers Squibb) of the 20 companies studied provides their marketing code of conduct directly to consumers 

· Only two reported code of conduct violations publicly 

· Eighteen of the 20 have been guilty of breaching good SR practice in drug promotion. For the two not included no public information was available. 

· Only one (Eli Lilly) provided information on marketing policies towards patient organisations

· Less than half provided information about codes of conduct for gifts and hospitality to health care professionals

· Pfizer, that worlds biggest pharmaceutical company, provides no specific public information about its marketing code of conduct

· Only one company, Orion Pharma, provided any information about the composition and allocation of its marketing budget. 

What can the ISO SR WG do?

Consumers International strongly supports the efforts of the ISO to develop a global standard on SR. We believe it can provide a more transparent view of SR activities and policies, in a given company, than the range of different codes of conduct currently in use. As a well-respected, internationally recognised body, a SR standard from the ISO will have a much broader target group than SR standards and tools developed nationally or within industry. This means that ISO activities could result in a major increase in the number of companies working seriously with SR issues.

But Consumers International is adamant that an ISO SR standard can only obtain legitimacy and respect among consumers and civil society if it is created under the conditions it wishes to advocate. If the creation of the standard itself is not transparent, industry will continue to hold transparency in poor regard. As the Consumers International report into the marketing practices of pharmaceutical companies has shown, this will be to the detriment of consumer choice and well-being. 
Consumers International demands that discussions on the creation of the ISO SR standard are done openly and with transparency. We call upon the ISO industry stakeholder group to withdraw its Sustained Objection, and allow full media access to the SR Working Group.

Notes 

1. Consumers International (CI) is the global federation of consumer organisations dedicated to the protection and promotion of consumer's rights worldwide through empowering national consumer groups and campaigning at the international level. It currently represents over 230 organisations in 113 countries. www.consumersinternational.org
2. Consumers International represents consumer organisations on the ISO SR WG and we will be campaigning at the ISO SR event in Lisbon. More information about our work and policy position can be found at www.consumersinternational.org/csr
3. A new CI report – Old Habits Die Hard: a consumer perspective on Corporate Social responsibility, Drug Promotion and the Pharmaceutical Industry – will be launched by Consumers International, in Athens, in June.  

Research for the report was done by Consumers International member organisations in the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Portugal and Slovenia. 

It examined the CSR policies of 20 pharmaceutical companies: Abbott, AstraZeneca, Admirall Prodesfarma, Bayer, Boehringer-Ingelheim, Bristol-Myers Squibb, GlaxoSmithKline, J&J (Johnson & Johnson) Lilly (Eli), Lundbeck, Menarini, Merck Sharp Dohme, Novartis, Novo Nordisk, Nycomed, Orion Pharma, Pfizer, Roche, Sanofi-Aventi, Schering AG, Schering-Plough and Wyeth.
For further information and interviews, please contact:

Luke Upchurch or Sadie Homer, Consumers International 


+44 796 894 9327


lupchurch@consint.org
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