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The handling of ESG risks is increasingly coming into focus for many companies.  
This trend is accelerated by the growing due diligence obligations for companies. 
What does this mean for an international Group with complex supply chains? In this 
interview, Thilo Mangold, Head of the Group Risk and Opportunity Management, 
talks about new perspectives and what they have to do with a speak up culture.

“ESG risks on the radar”

Mr Mangold, in order to manage risks, one 
must first identify them. What social risks does 
Mercedes-Benz deal with?  

There are a number of them. First of all, a social risk 
describes the danger that events, developments, or 
actions hinder us from achieving our goals. To prevent 
this, we systematically address labour and human 
rights risks, for example. We do this not only in all the 
countries we operate in, but also in all areas of our 
value chain, from research and development, procure-
ment, production, to sales and our financial services. 
Some risks arise from the fact that we, as an interna-
tional corporation, are subject to various, sometimes 
heterogeneous regulatory requirements. Others are 
directly related to our sustainable business strategy. 
Through forward-looking risk management, we ensure 
the long-term performance and innovative strength 
of the Group. It is crucial to take countermeasures for 
the identified risks as early as possible. To sum up: The 
traditional risk map has changed. It has become much 

denser due to the increasing integration of ESG issues 
and an increasingly complex environment with numerous 
stakeholders. But that is only one side of the coin…

What is the other side? 

Where there are risks, there are also opportunities 
for the Group. In risk and opportunity management, 
we aim to identify and analyse these opportunities, 
where we can position ourselves as a ‘first mover’ 
to make a positive difference for our customers, 
employees, investors or other stakeholders in 
the future. Through risk and opportunity manage-
ment, we have the ability to identify changes in 
the Group's environment at an early stage, such as 
those affecting human rights, diversity or resource 
conservation, and to develop appropriate responses 
with foresight. That is an important building block 
in creating additional value for both the Group itself 
and its stakeholders.

Thilo Mangold
Mercedes-Benz AG 
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How does the handling of classic and ESG risks or 
opportunities differ? 

The first difference lies in how they are identified.  
To stick with the metaphor of the risk map, it is  
important to be sensitive to the new topics and to 
view the entire environment with a 360-degree view. 
It is about raising awareness of the expanded risk 
map in our organisation. In this way, early warning 
signals can be detected as quickly as possible. At the 
same time, such assessment has also become more 
complex, since classical risks can usually be quanti-
fied more easily. Putting a price tag on ESG risks that 
shows the potential impact on the company's results 
is much more difficult. This is mainly due to the fact 
that cause and effect are often not clearly connec-
ted. Sometimes, effects occur in places that were not 
previously considered. We have to deal with this and 
adjust our methods accordingly. In addition, another 
perspective must be taken into account in the 
assessment: the inside-out perspective. It assesses 
how a potential damage resulting from a risk would 
affect the Group's environment. 

Methodology is a good keyword. Can such hete-
rogeneous risks as, for example, human rights 
violations and the shortage of skilled workers be 
managed in one system at all? 

To put it bluntly, we cannot afford to work with a 
patchwork. We have a clearly defined process and an 
associated IT system, a "single source of truth". The 
input for this comes from numerous sources. For the 

area of human rights, the Social Compliance depart-
ment, among others, provides important informati-
on via the  Human Rights Respect System. Risks 
arising from the shortage of skilled workers, on the 
other hand, would be reported primarily by Human 
Resource Management. Behind each of these are 
different evaluation logics, yet everything is based on 
a uniform screening and reporting process. All of this 
serves our goal in central risk management: to bundle 
and analyse information. The assessment of external 
impulses also plays an important role. To capture 
them, we have established a so-called "risk radar" 
within the company, where we regularly work together 
with colleagues from the investor relations, external 
affairs or communications departments, for example. 
There, early warning signals and current issues are 
discussed, and it is examined what opportunities and 
risks could arise for us. The earlier we recognise deve-
lopments, the better. 

What possibilities do you see to promote early 
detection? 

Developing sensitivity for ESG issues throughout 
the entire corporation is a central aspect. We are 
achieving this step by step, based on informati-
on accessible to everyone and a dialogue within 
the Group. At the same time, we need people who 
openly address risks. This is what is meant when 
we talk about a speak-up culture. This culture is 
essential for risk management because it helps to 
ensure that issues critical to success are discussed 
and assessed at an early stage. Perhaps some may 
be concerned about being seen as a sceptic, which 
is why it is not so easy to deal with risks in a trans-
parent way. Part of our job in risk management is to 
address these challenges and alleviate any con-
cerns. Our team therefore works across divisional 
and national boundaries to create a culture in which 
we jointly assess risks at an early stage and take 
countermeasures together early on as well. 

Thilo Mangold
heads Group Risk and Opportunity Management at the Mercedes-Benz 
Group. Although he mostly deals with risks in his daily work, he still 
 describes himself as a very optimistic and at the same time realistic 
person. 

Sensitivity to new topics in the risk landscape and a 360-degree view are important in order 
to counteract risks at an early stage and take advantage of opportunities.

https://group.mercedes-benz.com/sustainability/human-rights/hrrs/


8

Sustainability Report 2022 . Mercedes-Benz Group
Governance • Stakeholder Perspectives

Inequalities of outcome and opportunity are jeopardizing social cohesion, 
making it more difficult to work together towards a net-zero future. What 
should businesses do to support equality, fairness and inclusion? And what 
role can a luxury car manufacturer like Mercedes-Benz play in this respect? 
An interview with James Gomme, head of WBCSD’s (World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development) Business Commission to Tackle Inequality.

“We need to make sure that 
value is distributed equitably”

Mr. Gomme, income and wealth have always been 
unequally distributed in societies. However, you say 
that a critical point has now been reached. Why?  
 
First of all, while inequality between countries has been 
decreasing in recent decades, the wealth and income gap 
within countries has widened. We are now seeing wealth 
inequality as high as it has been since the early 1800s, 
with the richest 10 percent of the population holding 75 
percent of all wealth, and the poorest 50 percent holding 
just 2 percent. Historically, extreme inequality has been 
a precursor to instability, and today is no different. At the 
same time, other emerging trends such as conflict, cli-
mate change, technological disruption, and the COVID-19 
pandemic, for example, are all hitting the most vulnerable 
the hardest and have the potential to further escalate the 
scale of inequality around the world in the years ahead. 

So, while inequality has been a part of our societies over 
the ages, we have, I believe, now reached a critical junc-
ture. The high level and structural nature of inequality, 
coupled with several historic disruptions, make mounting 
inequality a systemic and a business risk – one that af-
fects not only individual communities or companies, but 
entire economies and societies.

How does this imbalance relate to the climate crisis 
and the transformation aim to net-zero?   

The planetary crisis that we are facing is having profound 
impacts on people. It is undermining human health, 
disrupting access to essential products and services, 
and destroying livelihoods. The World Bank predicts 
that 132 million people could be pushed into extreme 

James Gomme
WBCSD
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 poverty by 2030, as a result of climate change if we do 
not take concerted action. It will therefore not be possi-
ble to tackle inequality without robust efforts to mitigate 
and adapt to climate change. At the same time, it will 
also be impossible to address the climate emergency 
without putting people at the center of this agenda and 
working to ensure that the journey to a net-zero econo-
my creates a fairer, more prosperous future for all. 

We must recognise that the transformation is going to 
profoundly impact workers, suppliers, communities, 
and consumers at the local and global level. Compa-
nies need to engage with governments and other sta-
keholders to intentionally and collaboratively mitigate 
negative impacts and to ensure a transition in which 
everyone can see opportunity.

What can companies do to foster this scenario?   

There are a number of key actions that business can 
take to tackle inequality. First of all, corporate respect 
for human rights should sit at the centre of everything. 
It helps to ensure that human dignity moves to the 
center of how business gets done. It reinforces a 
company’s capacity to lift people out of poverty, impro-
ving the lives of the world's most vulnerable people. 

Following from that there is a role for business in terms 
of utilizing its innovation and capacity building to make 
essential products and services more accessible and 
affordable for consumers who are currently under-
served. Business has to explore new ways, perhaps in 
collaboration with government or through new blen-
ded finance mechanisms, to try and make sure that 
everyone has access to what they need to be healthy 

and productive. And then, there’s a key pillar of action 
around jobs and economic opportunities. Business 
has to make sure that opportunities are available to 
everybody, regardless of their backgrounds, and that 
workers and those entering the workforce are empow-
ered with the right skills to thrive, both now and in the 
future.  Finally, there is also an urgent need to ensure 
that value and risk are distributed more equitably. To-
day, over a billion working people worldwide earn less 
than they need to afford a decent standard of living. 
To tackle inequality and restore faith in our economic 
system, it is critical to ensure that work provides a path 
out of poverty and an opportunity for upward mobility 
and prosperity for all.

What responsibility do these topics imply for a 
 luxury manufacturer like Mercedes-Benz?   

I think, there is a huge opportunity to redefine what 
luxury means, in terms of not only being the experi-
ence that the consumer has in relation to the product, 
but also the assurance that this product has been 
produced in a way that maximises positive social 
impact throughout its value chain. That every com-
ponent of that product has been sourced or created 
in a way that has distributed value to a wide variety 
of global stakeholders, has enriched their lives and 
has made a contribution to tackling inequality. Our 
research at the BCTI (Business Commission to Tackle 
Inequality) indicates that this is increasingly important 
for consumers and moving forward could represent an 
important source of competitive advantage.  

Social inequality is often primarily viewed from 
a risk perspective. Do you also see opportunities 
when it comes to tackling inequality and realizing a 
more just and inclusive society?   

While the business case for action to tackle inequa-
lity is certainly about mitigating risk, it is also about 
building a world of opportunity in which companies 
can thrive in the long-term. Tackling inequality can 
strengthen the operating environment by building 
trust, enhancing social and political stability, and con-
taining crises. There is also mounting evidence that 
it is an important driver for long-term,  sustainable 

If all stakeholder groups work together, a just transition can succeed.
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economic growth. Furthermore, as momentum builds 
behind a shift in the way business performance is 
perceived and measured, tackling inequality is also 
about unlocking a variety of company-level benefits, 
including attracting and retaining talent, winning 
consumers, enhancing access to capital and staying 
ahead of policy and regulatory change. Of course, 
measures to promote social equality will come with 
costs, but these costs should be seen as investments 
in long-term business success. So, yes, there are huge 
opportunities, both in the operating environment and 
at the individual company level. 

What encourages you that the global community 
will succeed in reversing the current trend and 
effectively combating inequality?   

There are a few things that give me hope. Firstly, I take 
a lot of encouragement from the progress that has 
been made with regard to efforts to address the climate 
emergency in recent years. Of course, we still have a 
lot of work to do here as well, but we are seeing the 
entire global business community rally behind net-zero 
commitments. We have also seen governments take 
strong action, and we have seen bodies like TCFD (Task 

force on Climate-related Financial Disclosure), and the 
ISSB (International Sustainability Standards Board) 
start to set clear standards which are helping to further 
mainstream action. For me, this represents an important 
blueprint for the path we need to tread on the social 
side of sustainable development as well.  

And then on a personal level, interacting with leading 
companies in this space also gives me hope. There is 
a growing community of passionate individuals and 
purpose-led companies, who are driving this agenda 
forward at pace, and we are really pleased to be able 
to count on their leadership. The urgent call to action 
now is for all businesses to use the tools and resour-
ces at their disposal to head off the risks posed by 
mounting inequality. We need to ensure that equal op-
portunities and better outcomes are available for all. 

James Gomme
joined WBCSD in March 2016 on a long-term secondment from Mitsubishi 
Corporation, Japan’s largest general trading and investment company. In 
July 2021, James launched The Business Commission to Tackle Inequality, 
a high-profile initiative that is seeking to clearly establish the role of busi-
ness when it comes to tackling the critical systemic challenge of mounting 
levels of inequality globally. Initial recommendations for action are sum-
marized in the report  “Tackling inequality: The need and opportunity for 
business action.”

The way the entire global business community is rallying behind net-zero commitments shows that the path can only be taken together. This also applies to the path to social goals.

https://tacklinginequality.org/files/introduction.pdf
https://tacklinginequality.org/files/introduction.pdf
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How can today‘s batteries be used as mines for tomorrow‘s needs?  
Mercedes-Benz is addressing this question together with technology partners 
and scientists in a pilot factory that is currently being built in Kuppenheim in 
southern Germany. Manuel Michel, Head of Battery Recycling, reports on the 
most important tasks and explains why high-tech processes contribute to 
 social sustainability. 

“We need to start decoupling 
economic growth and natural 
resource consumption now”

Mr Michel, why is Mercedes-Benz investing a 
double-digit million sum in order to develop its 
own battery recycling capability?  

The core aspect was to build a sustainable system 
according to the circular economy. In our pilot factory 
in Kuppenheim, we want to put our vision into practi-
ce. Not only will the energy supply be CO2-neutral on 
the balance sheet, additionally we want to recover as 
many raw materials as possible from batteries without 
any loss of quality. With this ambition, we are going 
beyond the legal definition of recycling, which, for 
example, also includes the incineration of materials 
as thermal recycling. We will avoid downcycling and 

produce recyclates with the highest possible degree 
of purity instead. In this high-tech facility, which is 
currently under construction, we will develop impor-
tant know-how with experts from business and sci-
ence. Through this facility, we will make an important 
contribution to the transformation of our Group.  

Which challenges are we facing when it comes to 
battery recycling? 
 
In certain areas, we are still in the early stages, such 
as the return and transport of batteries. One question 
we ask ourselves is how and by what means will the 

Manuel Michel
Mercedes-Benz AG
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batteries come to us? Then there is also the ques-
tion of further optimising the recycling process. As 
an example, we work with a two-stage process that 
avoids incineration (see info box). This is where our 
partners come into play, because after all, we are ex-
perts in the development and production of vehicles, 
and less specialists in chemical processes in recyc-
ling. Another challenging question for us is how we 
need to develop and design future batteries in order 
to achieve optimal recyclability. And last but not 
least, it is a matter of reintroducing battery-capable 
secondary raw materials such as cobalt, nickel or 
lithium back into the supply chain in order to achieve 
full circularity. This may sound easier than it is, as 
raw material processing occurs at an early stage in 
the value chain.

Recycling also consumes resources. How much of 
an environmental advantage does it provide com-
pared to the use of primary raw materials? 
 
The answer is very complex and depends on many 
factors. The process itself plays a role, but of course, 
so does the specific composition of the battery and 
the origin of the primary raw materials. In various 

lifecycle assessments, our colleagues from Corpo-
rate Environmental Protection have calculated that 
the CO2 footprint of a battery made entirely from 
recycled materials is significantly smaller compared 
to a conventionally produced battery.

How do you evaluate battery recycling from a 
 social perspective? 
 
It is part of our social responsibility to conserve 
scarce resources and keep materials in the loop for 
as long as possible. Innovative recycling processes 
help in achieving this goal. They are a third important 
pillar alongside reprocessing and the longest possi-
ble reuse, for example in a stationary energy storage 
system. At present, we expect the relevance of bat-
tery recycling will increase especially from the 2030s 
onwards, when the vehicle batteries used today will 
be successively phased out. We must now begin 
with the development of corresponding processes 
in order to decouple economic growth and resource 
consumption more strongly.

Hydrometallurgical: Innovative mechanical process increases the recycling rate to more than 96 percent
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How do you build up the expertise at the new lo-
cation - do you primarily retrain employees for the 
new job profiles? 
 
Yes, this works very well. As in the existing plants, 
we need production planners, process engineers and 
employees who can operate high-tech facilities. Even 
employees who have worked in transmission assem-
bly for decades can be qualified for new job profiles 
with the help of targeted learning paths for dealing 
with battery technologies. The Mercedes-Benz Group 
offers corresponding opportunities with its Turn-
2Learn training programme. In addition, colleagues 
from cross-functional areas such as human resources, 
maintenance and controlling also contribute. These 
jobs will continue to exist.

In the longer term, with battery recycling, you 
are building up a source of raw materials that will 
make you less dependent on volatile markets, but 
also on the mining of critical raw materials. What 
does this partial withdrawal mean for the people 
at the beginning of the supply chain? 
 
This important question highlights the complexity of 
the transformation towards a fully electric future. Fin-
ding solutions for such changes can only be achieved 
through collaboration. A multitude of partners along 
the entire value chain and beyond must shoulder the 
responsibility and find ways for the transformation to 
succeed while ensuring that people along the value 
chain are included. Innovative concepts and pioneers 
who take the first steps in their respective areas of 
influence are very decisive factors in this regard. 

The process
The basis of the new recycling factory is an innovative mechanical-hydrometallurgical process that completely 
avoids energy- and material-intensive combustion processes. Instead, the materials are mechanically dis-
assembled. Subsequently, chemical compounds are broken down to recover especially the valuable compo-
nents of the battery cell as pure sorted metals. The patented recycling process currently achieves a recovery 
rate of at least 96 percent to be further increased by 2025 together with technology partners.  

Manuel Michel
has worked intensively on the circular economy and recycling of lithium-
ion battery systems since 2019. He is responsible for the pilot plant 
in  Kuppenheim within Mercedes-Benz Group AG. As an industrial and 
mechanical engineer, he was previously responsible for the optimisation of 
combustion engines in Research & Development at Mercedes-Benz.
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The G20 members, first and foremost China, the USA, and the EU, have an 
important role to play in achieving global sustainability goals. What contribu-
tion are they currently making and what challenges are associated with the 
transformation to a climate-neutral society? Sustainability expert Changhua 
Wu talks about refined ESG strategies, approaches to address social inequality 
and the power of connectivity.  

“Leaving no one behind sounds like 
a simple thing. Actually, it's not” 

After the world economy recovered from the ef-
fects of the Corona pandemic in 2021, global CO2 
emissions rose to a new record high. What govern-
mental levers of action do you observe to reverse 
this trend?  

There are a few dimensions to look at. Leading econo-
mies use the climate change agenda for competition 
decoupling. That is unfortunate, as we need to work with 
each other to achieve the committed climate targets 
by 2030 and reduce emissions by 43 percent over the 
2019 levels. Without a closer collaboration between the 
largest economies, we will not be able to deliver. 

Even though some economies are competing against 
each other, they share many similarities in how to advan-
ce the agendas. One example, the U.S., with the Inflation  

Reduction Act, that is quite similar to the industrial po-
licy from China. On the other hand, China has been loo-
king very closely at the EU practice. So, it‘s an interesting 
dynamic amongst the major economies, especially.  

As a third perspective, I would like to mention China’s 
journey to address climate change during the last three 
decades. In China, we started from fossil fuels and then 
moved towards renewable energies in a rather isolated 
way of thinking, solely focussing on the clean energy tran-
sition. Nowadays, China has managed to step into a more 
systematic way of looking at the sustainability landscape. 
Of course, we need to address the decarbonisation of the 
energy systems, but we also need to look at resources, 
material usage and the industries. I think, that‘s where 
the government of China gets it right, they are using tho-
se levers of action and deliver the outcomes. 

Changhua Wu
Expert for Climate Protection Transformation Processes
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What role does circular economy play in the 
 Chinese automotive and supplier industry?  

Due to the rapid economic growth, China has felt 
the constraints that come with the lack of resources. 
Therefore, moving towards a circular economy is an 
important part of the national transition. The govern-
ment has even set recycling targets in tonnages, not 
percentages, to be reached by 2025. 

For the Chinese automotive supplier industry, the 
circular economy is not a new concept. Now, as the first 
generation of battery electric vehicles (BEV) is retiring, 
their focus is on batteries. So, while cities are moving 
towards 100 percent BEV, there is already a market 
and an organic development of demand and supply. Of 
course, companies continue to use mined materials. 
However, mainstream players have already recognized 
that the circular economy is going to play a critical role, 
particularly around the battery materials. In the future, 
maybe not yet by the end of this decade, 95 percent of 
the battery materials could be met by circularity and 
recycled materials. And this is going to be shifting the 
dynamics of the resources dramatically. 

How can partnerships within the automotive sup-
ply chain be used to advance global sustainability 
goals for a mutual benefit?  

If there is a common ground around ESG topics, coope-
ration becomes a win-win scenario. All those leading 
companies within the green mobility landscape should 
join forces to accelerate the progress towards zero 

carbon and challenge those market players that are still 
relying on fossil fuels. Of course, there are obstacles, 
especially for Chinese companies in the supply chain. 
On the one hand, they are leading players, for instance 
in metals processing and in manufacturing battery 
cells. That‘s the strength, Chinese industries have al-
ready built up. On the other hand, from what I observe, 
until recently, there was no adequate attention paid 
to sustainability, both from an environmental and a 
social perspective. So, for Mercedes-Benz actually, 
I‘m delighted to see the company has its principles 
and ambitious goals. It shows a systematic approach 
to electromobility and is proactively working with the 
companies along the supply chain to overcome those 
issues, promoting innovative ways and alternatives. 
So, collaboration sounds wonderful, but it‘s complex. 
However, I see the trends unfolding there.

To address the social consequences of the trans-
formation and to leave no one behind, the EU 
 established the “Just Transition Mechanism”. 
Do you see similar efforts in China and the USA?  

Politically, that‘s pretty much a shared vision. Howe-
ver, considering the federal constitution of the U.S. or 
the EU with its 27 member states, the implementation 
is complex. In my observation, comparatively spea-
king, the Chinese political system is facing less barri-
ers in terms of the nationalised endeavour to address 
a particular challenge in the transition contest.

How do you evaluate the current efforts to make 
sure, no one is left behind?  

It‘s hard to draw a clear conclusion at this moment. 
My general impression is that social challenges are in-
creasing, with more and more people expressing their 
dissatisfaction. Leaving no one behind sounds like a 
simple thing. Actually, it‘s not. It‘s pretty much con-
nected with a lot of things. It‘s not only about finan-
cial compensation and upskilling workers. Basically, 
we have to deal with some typical mechanisms of 
industrialisation. On a national level, the industrialisa-
tion is driven by cheap labour and low environmental 
constraints. The emerging economy becomes, globally 
speaking, the workshop for states that would have to 

China‘s rapid economic growth has also highlighted the importance of the goal of a 
circular economy.
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Battery production at Beijing Benz Automotive Co. Ltd. (BBAC) in Beijing

In order to be successful as a company in a digital and electric future, employees must be 
comprehensively qualified. 

buy labour more expensively in their own country. But 
at a certain point in the economic growth process, the 
industrialisation part gets more sophisticated in terms 
of technology, value chains, etc. Low-end manufactu-
ring moves away to other parts of the world. Consi-
dering the bigger picture of the transition, it leaves a 
lot of people behind. It’s an ongoing transition, and 
policymakers have so far failed to take enough actions 
to make sure no one is left behind. 

What concrete action do you expect from a global 
company like Mercedes-Benz in terms of a just 
transition?  

I see that the company is continuously sharpening its 
activities of sustainability by lifting its goals and targets. 
It is putting a lot of efforts in the transition from com-
bustion engines to 100 percent electric vehicles, espe-
cially regarding their own workforce and in alignment 
with German policymakers to leave no one behind. In 
this respect, the company is meeting my expectations. 
By saying this, I also see some challenges knocking at 
the door. When it comes down to the value chain, when 
you go beyond Germany and the EU markets, it’s impor-
tant to keep up the fair transition agenda and try to  

collaborate on this with local decision makers and part-
ners along the supply chain. That‘s where I would like to 
see even more clarity of the company down the road. 

What gives you hope that the global community 
will overcome the hurdles on the way into a more 
sustainable future?  

First, it‘s an ongoing effort. All countries need to 
thrive for a more just and inclusive society. We need 
people‘s awareness and behavioural changes as well 
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to overcome these barriers. So, to really get each 
individual on board, we should use tools that have 
the power to make everyone act in sync together. 
The responsible use of social media is a great pos-
sibility to be connected and to raise awareness. And 
there are some good examples, in which companies 
use this power to raise awareness for sustainability 
issues, and to organise change. For instance, there are 
some effective initiatives around plastic collection. 
It may sound like a tiny thing, but it‘s a step forward. 
And once, it reaches enough people, it can become a 
fashion. I believe that many of these actions aimed at 
making the world more just and inclusive will end up 
creating a new reality.  

Changhua Wu
is a policy advisor, analyst and climate change transformation strategist 
specialising in China. She currently holds the position of China Director 
at TIR Consulting, whose president is the economist Jeremy Rifkin, and is 
also Chief Strategist at CN Innovation and CEO of The Future Innovation 
Center Beijing. Changhua Wu is member of the Advisory Board for Integrity 
and Sustainability at Mercedes-Benz Group. She has master’s degrees in 
journalism, environmental policy and economics from universities in China 
and the United States. 
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Mercedes-Benz is committed to respecting and safeguarding human rights – in 
its own Group companies and among suppliers throughout the value creation 
chain. How far can this commitment reach in the light of complex automotive 
value creation chains? And how can social improvements arise from this com-
mitment? A conversation with Marc-André Bürgel, Head of Social Compliance 
Program, and Elisabeth Viebig, Head of Team Corporate Citizenship & Memberships. 

“Fairer distribution of 
 opportunities and risks”

Mr Bürgel, from the vantage point of your position, 
let‘s look at the start of the supply chain, where 
there is often a high risk that human and emplo-
yee rights might be abused. To what extent can 
and must Mercedes-Benz ensure that this doesn‘t 
happen?  

MARC-ANDRÉ BÜRGEL: It‘s a fact that risks to hu-
man rights are often the most severe where we have 
the least influence, namely in the mines and mining 
areas at the start of the supply chain. This is where 
we‘re unable to impose our standards directly, as 
we normally don‘t procure raw materials ourselves. 
Nonetheless, we make intensive efforts to exert a 
positive influence at this level too. For example, by 
requiring our direct suppliers to take account of our 
„Responsible Sourcing Standards“ and to impose 

our requirements for the protection of human rights 
on their own suppliers. Moreover, our procurement 
departments make compliance with ambitious mining 
standards a precondition for contract placement. In 
addition, we gain our own impression of the situation 
in mining areas on a risk assessment basis. In 2022, 
colleagues visited the Democratic Republic of Congo 
to inspect cobalt mines. At the same time, we can also 
exert a certain influence from Germany, by developing 
and implementing corresponding processes and mea-
sures aimed at safeguarding human rights. We started 
doing this at an early stage, and of our own volition. 
It also needs to be said that no company has yet 
„finished off“ its duty of care processes with respect 
to human rights. We too are continuously looking to 
improve our activities in this respect. Looking at the 
supply chain in its entirety, there will always be  

Elisabeth Viebig 
Mercedes-Benz Group AG

Marc-André Bürgel 
Mercedes-Benz Group AG
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residual risks despite the greatest efforts and sys-
tematic supply chain management. We will achieve 
most if we try to improve the situation of the people 
affected together with our suppliers and partners. 

Ms Viebig, what‘s your perspective on this? What 
responsibilities does Mercedes-Benz have when 
it comes to protecting human rights, but also to 
furthering the global development goal of equal 
opportunities with regard to prosperity, education 
and participation?  

ELISABETH VIEBIG: My answer to this question is 
intentionally in terms of our social responsibility and 
not from a corporate point of view, because there too, 
we as an employer and responsible business partner 
also subscribe to social sustainability goals. At Cor-
porate Citizenship, we work on a topic-specific basis 
alongside our core business to reinforce the sustai-
nability measures of our company while proactively 
seeking to create added value for society. In addition 
to sustainable environmental protection and disaster 
relief and prevention, the aim of our commitment is 
to strengthen social cohesion. This includes activities 
in the areas of human rights, educational opportunity, 
social participation and diversity. Our aim is to make a 
valid contribution in all these areas through our volun-
tary commitment.

How do you try to meet this commitment?  

ELISABETH VIEBIG: Our work is very diverse. For 
example, we support a new incentive programme 

named „beVisioneers: The Mercedes-Benz Fellow-
ship“ with donations. This is a global initiative by the 
non-profit „The Do School Fellowships gGmbH“. The 
aim is to encourage and empower young people to 
drive forward specific projects in the area of eco-
logical sustainability. The funds for this programme 
come from the auctioning of the Mercedes-Benz 
300 SLR Uhlenhaut Coupé, a collector‘s item from 
the Mercedes-Benz Classic Collection. Another long-
term commitment is our cooperation with local aid 
organisations, for example Bon Pasteur or Terre des 
Hommes. Together with these NGOs, we carry out 
projects to address systemic human rights violat-
ions at the start of the supply chain. To put it simply, 
it‘s not enough to combat child labour – we need to 
address the causes, which are poverty and social 
disintegration. And we need to create alternative 
means of subsistence. In the Congo, for example, 
many years of war have led to a lack of agricultural 
know-how. This knowledge has to be recreated. Mo-
reover, many mine workers don‘t know that as well 
as obligations they also have rights, for example the 
right to education. 

MARC-ANDRÉ BÜRGEL: It‘s important to understand 
that social and environmental risks can vary greatly 
depending on the raw material and country of origin. 
Cobalt mining in the Congo carries different human 
rights risks from lithium mining in the Atacama de-
sert, and the supply chains are different too. Trans-
parency is the first important step in this respect, 
but is not an end in itself. We need it to identify 
the major risks along our value creation chain and 
reduce them by means of suitable measures. In 
our raw materials assessment, we‘ve identified 24 
potentially critical raw materials for which we deve-
lop and implement material-specific measures. We 
report on this in our  Raw Materials Report, which 
we published for the first time in 2022. Incidentally, 
transparency also means saying so quite frankly if 
we have not yet progressed as far as we want to in 
the medium to long term. We hope that especially 
where the systemic challenges in some regions are 
concerned, we‘ll achieve more with industry-wide 
solutions in the future. 

Copper was identified as a potentially critical raw material in the course of the raw material 
assessment Mercedes-Benz carried out.

https://group.mercedes-benz.com/dokumente/nachhaltigkeit/produktion/mercedes-benz-raw-materials-report.pdf
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Human rights experts complain that too little at-
tention is given to those actually affected. What’s 
your opinion? What is Mercedes-Benz doing to 
encourage a dialogue?  

MARC-ANDRÉ BÜRGEL: In my view it‘s fundamentally 
important not just to talk about those affected, but to 
talk to them. We can certainly improve in this respect, 
but we‘re doing a great deal. For example, last year we 
conducted the 15th  Sustainability Dialogue, where 
we discussed how we can develop our human rights 
protection measures further in a separate working 
group with external human rights experts and non-
governmental organisations. One of the key topics 
was how to involve those affected more strongly 
in the dialogue. We‘ve created a new core group of 
external stakeholders with whom we continue a dia-
logue. We also seek to make contact with the people 
affected in our supply chains. For example, together 
with the Initiative for Responsible Mining Assurance 
(IRMA), we have promoted an approach to create 
better participation opportunities in audit processes 
for the local population in mining areas. 

A final question for both of you. Mercedes-Benz 
aims to be fully electric by 2030 – wherever market 
conditions allow. This is an important step towards 
balance sheet carbon-neutrality. What might be a 
similarly ambitious social sustainability goal?  

ELISABETH VIEBIG: I think it would be ambitious for 
us link the resources available to us for our Corpo-
rate Citizenship commitment to key financial figures, 
so that a certain percentage of our corporate profit 
goes to social projects, for example. However, I think 

this would need to go hand in hand with systematic 
measurement of effectiveness, and reporting of our 
voluntary activities, so it shows the impact of our 
work on social sustainability.

MARC-ANDRÉ BÜRGEL: I agree that this is an impor-
tant aspect. We need to show as clearly as possible 
what effect our activities for the furtherance of human 
and employees rights are having. My goal would also 
be for us to make our „social footprint“ more transpa-
rent. In the long term I‘d like to see all those involved 
in the creation of a vehicle – from the mine to the 
finished Mercedes – receiving a fair share of the value 
created. Every individual should be proud of being 
involved in the creation of these high-quality vehicles, 
and be able to live well on the work contributed. 

Marc-André Bürgel
is head of the department for Social Compliance formed in 2019 and has 
been deputy human rights officer of Mercedes-Benz Group since 1 January 
2023. He has concerned himself with the subject of human rights for 
many years. As a young adult in a township in South Africa, he became 
very aware of the importance of social justice. Today, he and his team at 
Mercedes-Benz work on translating the UN Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights into Group-specific strategies and processes, and 
applying these worldwide.

Elisabeth Viebig
is Head of the team Corporate Citizenship & Memberships at Mercedes-
Benz Group. The name of this unit reflects the variety she so enjoys as 
an educational scientist. Long-term support programmes are developed 
together with project partners and given measurable goals. As not every 
approach immediately leads to goal achievement, regular dialogue is 
essential. 

Impressions from the cooperation with the aid organization Terres des Hommes.

https://group.mercedes-benz.com/sustainability/sustainability-dialogue-2022.html
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How can the situation of workers and their families in industrial supply chains 
be improved? Ines Kaempfer, CEO of The Centre for Child Rights and Business, 
says, through transparency, long-term commitment and addressing the structu-
ral causes of inequality. In this interview, the child rights expert reports on con-
versations with miners and shows what companies can do to give workers and 
their families at the beginning of the supply chain a perspective for the future. 

“It’s important to look at the structures 
that business action creates”

Ten years ago, the Children’s Rights and Business 
Principles were launched. How has the approach 
to human rights issues in supply chains changed 
since then?  

What we have seen over the last ten years, is that 
many companies are moving away from what we call 
a ‘checklist approach’. They are looking at human 
rights in a more comprehensive manner, and this 
includes child rights issues. Additionally, frameworks 
like the OECD Due Diligence Guidance have helped 
companies to be more strategic in how they deal with 
human rights issues in their supply chain. That‘s a very 
positive development. 

However, we do see the danger that reporting, also due 
to growing requirements, becomes more important 

than the actual impact of the human rights activities 
undertaken. In the meantime, the COVID pandemic 
has shown that some of the basic inequalities driven 
by our often unfair economic system have not been 
solved. And as such, many of the key issues are remai-
ning. 

Can you give an example?  

General the materials and services – in particularly la-
bour - which are sourced in a developing  country, are 
not expensive and only make a fraction of the produc-
tion costs. The sales profits however largely stays in 
the developed countries, while workers further down 
the supply chain still make very little money. That in 
turn impacts whether they can afford to send their 

Ines Kaempfer 
Centre for Child Rights and Business
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children to school or afford nutritious food, among 
others. Child labour is very often just a consequence 
of poverty. And that poverty is driven by structural 
elements of inequality - people who are working at 
the sources of our raw materials or within factories 
do not have social security or medical insurance. The 
moment, one parent gets ill, creates a risk for the 
children to drop out of school and start working to 
replace their parents. Unfortunately, COVID has just 
made this more obvious for many people and the 
gap between those who have money and access to 
resources and those who have not, widened in many 
countries. 

Where can businesses step in to support 
 structures that are not there, yet?  

Of course building up social structures is mainly a 
political task. But there are reasons why workers in 
some countries earn less than in others. And part of it 
is that the government is not willing or able to provide 
the right structures, which in turn keeps prices of 
services and materials low. As a consequence, I see 
a corporate responsibility, not because companies 
are always the root cause for those gaps, but because 
they benefit from them.

Given that, business has a responsibility to – at a mi-
nimum - mitigate the situation. They are not the ones 
to set up social insurance systems but they still create 
significant impact - for example for young people. 
Companies can invest in decent work for youth by co-
operating with strong local employers to create more 
work opportunities, give adequate training and ensure 
social protection and living wages. Providing good 

vocational training opportunities, as Mercedes-Benz is 
doing in Germany or China, is a very practical examp-
le, how companies can become the mitigating factor. 
And it’s by far not the only one. 

For a study, you published together with the non-
governmental organisation (NGO) “Save the Children”, 
you examined cobalt mining in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC). Among others, you 
talked to children and young people from families 
working in the mines. What did you learn in the 
process?  

We learned a lot about living and working conditions 
and how families had to deal with poverty. This mainly 
affects the people who work in small, informal mines, 
outside the automotive supply chains. We were im-
pressed that, despite living in often extremely despe-
rate situations, most parents and children had a lot of 
faith in education. It went against the widespread as-
sumption that child labour is considered normal in the 
region and that‘s why families don‘t send their kids to 
school. Instead, we often found that the normalisation 
of child labour comes out of necessity. You normalise 
it because it‘s your only choice. We realised that we 
don‘t need to raise their awareness in the first place, 
but we need to provide the conditions for children to 
stay in school.

Against this background, how do you assess aid 
projects, such as  “Community Development 
and Child Protection in Kolwezi, Congo”, which 
Mercedes-Benz is implementing together with the 
NGO Bon Pasteur?  

It’s a good initiative and Bon Pasteur is a strong 
organisation that really has the children‘s wellbeing at 
heart. So, the engagement of Mercedes-Benz is a re-
commendable one. Generally speaking, it‘s important 
to look at such initiatives with a long-term perspec-
tive. We’ve seen children getting into programs, but 
as the families are not necessarily part of the reme-
diation activities, they had to go back to work after a 
while. Also, once the children become 14 or 15 years 
old, the schooling opportunities might be very limited. 
We need to ensure a continued support for those 

Terre des Hommes supports partner projects for children in need in 39 countries

https://group-media.mercedes-benz.com/marsMediaSite/en/instance/ko/Education-to-counter-child-labor--Daimler-supports-a-social-project-in-the-Democratic-Republic-of-the-Congo.xhtml?oid=42790538
https://group-media.mercedes-benz.com/marsMediaSite/en/instance/ko/Education-to-counter-child-labor--Daimler-supports-a-social-project-in-the-Democratic-Republic-of-the-Congo.xhtml?oid=42790538


150

Sustainability Report 2022 . Mercedes-Benz Group
Social • Stakeholder Perspectives

children, until they can stand on their own feet. 
That’s a big challenge, not only in the DRC, but in 
other sourcing countries as well. Consequently, initi-
atives like Bon Pasteur are an important measure to 
support local communities for a certain time period. 
However, on top of that we need stable follow-up 
processes.

Apart from addressing the root causes, what other 
measures are needed to strengthen child rights?  

Coming back to what I called a company‘s respon-
sibility, it’s important to look at the structures that 
business action creates. If these enable workers and 
their families to earn a decent income, this will also 
strengthen all those other outcomes that we want to 
have. I feel that we should start there and support 
these necessary structural changes. It’s not an easy 
challenge to tackle, companies will need to get diffe-
rent actors coming together and collaborate. It’s also 
one of the main tasks of our organisation.  

How can human rights due diligence become a  
win-win situation for both children and corporate 
in terms of positive business outcomes? 

We have observed that the first steps in this direction 
are already having a positive impact on corporate per-
formance. For instance, the responsible management 
of supply chains, meaning the establishment of long-
term and trustworthy relationships, will safeguard the 
company’s supply in challenging times and ensure 
that the operations are running smoothly. Furthermo-
re, if we go down to a single supplier or factory, data 
is showing that investments in workforce increases re-
tention and productivity to certain levels. In the end, 
it‘s a must for many businesses to start thinking like 
that and establishing an effective sustainable supply 
chain management, to really value the workforce and 
to create a sustainable business. Having ESG criteria 
integrated in supply contracts in supply is presumably 
the most important lever – next to transparency, risk 
management and initiatives on-site.

Ines Kaempfer
has been serving as the Executive Director, and since 2021, the CEO of The 
Centre for Child Rights and Business in Asia, a social enterprise that helps 
businesses improve their direct and indirect impact on children, particu-
larly in supply chains. Prior to joining the Centre, Ines was the Director of 
Learning and Impact at Elevate Ltd., a leading CSR learning and capacity 
building agency, and she also worked at the Fair Labor Association (FLA). 
She holds a PhD from the University of Fribourg. The study about cobalt 
mining from Save the Children Germany and The Centre, cited in the inter-
view can be found here. 

The organisation Bon Pasteur enables children to attend school and also supports the local population in building sustainable agriculture and strengthening their local community.

https://www.childrights-business.org/public/uploads/files/20211208/Opportunities%20for%20Businesses%20to%20Promote%20Child%20Rights%20in%20Cobalt%20ASM_2021%20Study.pdf

