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National Contact Point of Switzerland

Initial Assessment

Specific Instance regarding UBS submitted by Workers United, SEIU 
International, IUF and EFTAG

Berne, 24 March 2026

Executive summary
The National Contact Point for Responsible Business Conduct (NCP) of Switzerland received 
a written submission to consider a specific instance under the OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct regarding the UBS Asset 
Management, based in Switzerland. The specific instance has been raised by the trade unions 
Workers United, SEIU International, IUF and EFTAG. The submission relates to the human 
rights’ due diligence of UBS regarding investments in Starbucks Corporation referring to 
alleged violation of labour rights of Starbucks Workers, consumer fraud as well as forced labour 
in the coffee supply chain. The same submission was also addressed to the UK NCP regarding 
a UK financial institution. The Swiss and UK NCPs decided to treat the submissions separately. 

In the view of the Swiss NCP, the issues raised in the submission are material and 
substantiated in the sense that, based on the information submitted, they are plausible and 
related to the application of the OECD Guidelines, in particular Chapters II (General Policies), 
IV Human Rights, V (Employment and Industrial Relations) as well as VIII (Consumer 
Interests).

The Swiss NCP considers that by accepting this specific instance and offering its good offices 
to the Parties, it could help them to reach a better common understanding on the issues raised 
in the submission. This decision is not based on conclusive research or fact-finding, nor does 
it represent a conclusion as to whether the UBS Group AG observed the OECD Guidelines or 
not.

1 Submission and alleged violations of the OECD Guidelines
On 5 September 2025, a coalition of trade unions (Workers United, Service Employees 
International Union (SEIU), the International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, 
Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ Associations (IUF), and the European Federation of 
Food, Agriculture and Tourism Trade Unions (EFFAT-IUF) (hereafter “Submitting Parties”) 
submitted a specific instance under the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises on 
Responsible Business Conduct (hereafter “OECD Guidelines”) to the Swiss National Contact 
Point (hereafter “NCP”). The same submission was also addressed to the UK NCP regarding 
a separate UK financial institution. The Swiss and UK NCPs decided to treat the submissions 
separately.

The submission refers to UBS Asset Management (hereafter “Responding Party” or “UBS”), 
based in Switzerland, in their capacity as significant institutional investor in Starbucks 
Corporation. The unions allege that the investor has not met their responsibilities under the 
OECD Guidelines, particularly regarding due diligence and the use of leverage in relation to 
Starbucks’ labour-rights practices in the United States (violation of workers’ freedom of 
association, organizing and collective bargaining rights), forced labour and trafficked labour in 
supplier plantations as well as consumer fraud with respect to Starbucks’ claims of socially 
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responsible sourcing practices. In particular, the Submitting Parties claim the non-observance 
of the OECD-Guidelines in relation to general policies, including risk-based due diligence and 
the use of leverage to prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts in investee companies 
(Chapter II), human rights (Chapter IV), employment and industrial relations (Chapter V), as 
well as Consumer Interests (Chapter VIII).

According to the Submitting Parties, in March 2023, socially responsible investors, including 
UBS, supported a shareholder resolution calling for an independent audit of Starbucks’ labour 
practices. However, according to the Submitting Parties, Starbucks chose instead of a truly 
independent auditor, the head of the US employer delegation to the ILO to conduct the audit. 
He concluded that management had made only “misssteps” in its anti-union campaign. 
Dissatisfied investors later sought to elect pro-worker board members in 2024, but according 
to the Submitting Parties, UBS did not publicly support the effort. A temporary agreement 
between Starbucks and the union stalled, and no collective bargaining framework was 
reached. Dialogue remained frozen, leading to renewed union actions and recent rulings by 
the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), an independent U.S. federal agency enforcing 
labour law, against Starbucks for unlawful conduct.

The Submitting Parties expect the good offices of the NCP to facilitate a mediation process 
with the aim of developing a robust engagement program with Starbucks and relevant 
stakeholders to help bring the company into compliance with the OECD Guidelines.

2 Statement of UBS
UBS submitted a written response to the Swiss National Contact Point on 5 November 2025. 
In its statement, UBS proposes that the Swiss NCP should not pursue the Specific Instance 
raised due to the following reasons.

First, as has been recognized by the Submitters by referring to UBS’s 2024 Sustainability 
Report and UBS’s 2025 Human Rights Statement, UBS is committed to respecting 
internationally recognized human rights in its own operations and value chains and conducts 
human rights due diligence in line with the OECD Guidelines and other leading guidance and 
regularly engages with stakeholders to further its understanding of potential human rights 
impacts and concerns in line with international standards.

Second, as evidenced by UBS Asset Management’s annual stewardship reports dating back 
to 2021, UBS Asset Management has consistently engaged with Starbucks, including on 
matters pertaining to labour practices and human rights. UBS Asset Management has also 
exercised its proxy voting rights with due consideration of these matters.

Third, it is unlikely that mediation efforts facilitated by the National Contact Point would 
contribute to the effectiveness of the OECD Guidelines. The issues raised by the Submitters 
are already addressed in various legal proceedings being addressed by competent authorities 
in the U.S and a mediation procedure with the Submitters will not resolve the issues subject to 
these legal proceedings.

UBS further states that it has consistently engaged with investee companies, including 
Starbucks, on issues such as labour rights, collective bargaining, human rights due diligence, 
and board governance, as documented in its stewardship reports. The company emphasizes 
that the submitters made no attempt to contact UBS or its sustainability office before filing the 
specific instance, which UBS views as contrary to the OECD Guidelines’ expectation of prior 
good-faith dialogue.

Furthermore, UBS expresses concern that the connection of the case to Switzerland is limited, 
which could be interpreted as “NCP shopping,” a practice that undermines the procedural 
integrity and effectiveness of the OECD Guidelines.
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In conclusion, UBS states that it does not consider mediation appropriate and believes that no 
breach of the OECD Guidelines has occurred. The company reiterates its commitment to 
human rights and responsible business conduct and remains available to respond to any 
questions from the Swiss NCP.

3 The proceedings of the Swiss NCP up to date
Since the receipt of the submission on 4 September 2025 the NCP took the following steps: 

10.9.2025 Confirmation to acknowledge receipt of the submission to the submitting 
Parties.

10.9.2025 Start of coordination with the UK NCP.

11.9.2025 Submission was forwarded to the UBS and SNB.

16.9.2024 Start of coordination with the US NCP.

16.9.2025 Constitution of an ad hoc working group including representatives from the 
State Secretariat for Economic Affairs, the Federal Department of Foreign 
Affairs according to the Specific Instances Procedure of the Swiss NCP1.

9.10.2025 Information of the Swiss Embassy in Washington 

5.11.2025 Receipt of a written statement by UBS, which was forwarded to the 
submitting Parties.

17.11.2025 Virtual exchange of the ad hoc working group with the submitting Parties 
regarding the procedure of the specific instance.

23.1.2026 Draft Report on Initial Assessment sent to the Parties for comments on 
possible misrepresentations of factual information.

20.2.2026 Receipt of written comments by submitting Parties resp. responding 
Parties.

4 Considerations and decision of the Swiss NCP
As the specific instance is addressed to both the Swiss and UK NCPs and relates to two 
separate Swiss and UK based financial institutions, the NCPs have consulted on how to handle 
it. They agreed that the specific instance will be dealt with separately by the Swiss and UK 
NCPs, respectively.

However, the two NCPs coordinate regularly on the progress of the proceedings and exchange 
information on substantive issues raised in the submission that do not specifically concern 
UBS respectively the separate UK financial institution. Furthermore, the Swiss NCP and the 
UK NCP coordinated with the US NCP as the impact regarding the issues raised in the specific 
instance occur in the US. According to the expectations of the submitting Parties (see section 
2), the main issues to be discussed concern the due diligence of the financial institutions 
regarding alleged links to alleged violations by Starbucks. Regarding UBS, responsibility for 
the due diligence process lies with the UBS headquarters in Zurich, Switzerland. For the 
discussion on such processes, the Swiss NCP is therefore competent. For this reason, the 
Swiss NCP and the US NCP have consulted and agreed that the Swiss NCP will take the lead 
in assisting the Parties regarding the discussion related to UBS’s due diligence practices. The 
US NCP will support the Swiss NCP, as appropriate. 

Based on the exchange with the US NCP, it should be mentioned that specific instance 
submissions like this, where the respondent is a non-controlling minority shareholder in an 
enterprise and the alleged wrongdoing concerns the conduct of that enterprise, may be 

1 www.seco.admin.ch/ncp 

http://www.seco.admin.ch/ncp
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envisioned under the OECD Guidelines as they relate to investors and business relationships. 
However, in cases where the issues arise in or from an adhering country, the Guidelines’ 
effectiveness is better served by addressing these concerns directly to the company 
responsible for the underlying alleged misconduct (i.e., Starbucks) and/or to its host country 
NCP (i.e., the US NCP).

Based on the Specific Instances Procedure of the Swiss NCP, the NCP considers the following 
points in its Initial Assessment: 

a) Identity of the party concerned and its interest in the matter

The Swiss NCP concludes that the Submitting Parties have demonstrated a clear and 
legitimate interest in the issues raised. Workers United, an affiliate of SEIU, represents nearly 
100,000 workers across sectors including food service and hospitality, and is the union 
organizing Starbucks workers in the United States. SEIU is a U.S. and Canadian trade union 
with approximately two million members in various service industries. IUF is a global federation 
comprising 432 affiliated unions representing over 10 million workers in 127 countries in food 
and beverage-related sectors, while EFFAT-IUF serves as its European regional organization.

b) Materiality of the specific instance

The NCP interprets “material” to mean that, based on the information submitted, the issues 
raised are plausible and related to the application of the OECD Guidelines. The assessment 
at this stage is meant to be initial, and the question is whether the issues raised are material 
and substantiated to the extent that they merit further examination with a view to facilitating 
dialogue between the parties (2017).2

The OECD Guidelines distinguish between impacts on matters covered by the OECD 
Guidelines, including human rights and labour issues through own activities of the concerned 
enterprise and adverse impacts directly linked to the operations, products or services of the 
enterprise by a business relationship. The term ‘business relationship’ includes relationships 
with business partners, entities in the supply chain and any other non-State or State entities 
directly linked to its business operations, products or services.3 According to the OECD, a 
relationship between an investor and investee company including a minority shareholding can 
be considered a "business relationship " under the OECD Guidelines.4

According to the Submitting Parties, UBS Asset Management holds EUR 1.4 billion in stakes 
in Starbucks making the bank the 11th largest investor in the company. The latter figure could 
not be validated by the NCP. However, the fact that UBS, in line with its active ownership 
strategy, engages with Starbucks indicates that UBS holds an investment in the company. In 
2024, UBS engaged with Starbucks on the topics of labour rights and board elections.5 

The NCP considers that issues raised regarding the due diligence of UBS are material and 
substantiated sufficiently for the purposes of an initial assessment in the sense that it refers to 
alleged non-observance of provisions in Chapter II (General Policies) and Chapter IV (Human 
Rights), Chapter V (employment and industrial relations), as well as Chapter VIII (consumer 
Interests). The submission also refers to the OECD guidance on responsible business conduct 
for institutional investors (20176) which is relevant in the specific case. 

2 OECD (2019), Guide for National Contact Points on the initial assessment of specific instances, p. 6. Available at: Guide for 
National Contact Points on the initial assessment of specific instances | OECD 
3 OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises for Responsible Business Conduct (2023), Chapter II, Commentary on General 
Policies, paragraph 17
4 Responsible business conduct for institutional investors | OECD, p. 13/14, based in “Scope and application of ‘business 
relationships’ in the financial sector under the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises” 
5 stewardship-annual-report-2024.pdf, page 52
6 Responsible business conduct for institutional investors | OECD

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/guide-for-national-contact-points-on-the-initial-assessment-of-specific-instances_c8d7f80a-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/guide-for-national-contact-points-on-the-initial-assessment-of-specific-instances_c8d7f80a-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/06/oecd-guidelines-for-multinational-enterprises-on-responsible-business-conduct_a0b49990/81f92357-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/responsible-business-conduct-for-institutional-investors_8b9e240a-en.html
file:///C:/Users/U80826029/Downloads/stewardship-annual-report-2024.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/responsible-business-conduct-for-institutional-investors_8b9e240a-en.html
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c) Applicability of the OECD Guidelines to the enterprise

UBS is a leading Swiss bank headquartered in Zurich, Switzerland. Besides private banking, 
UBS offers international wealth and asset management as well as investment banking services 
for private, corporate, and institutional clients. It also provides securities services such as fund 
administration and third-party fund management. The bank has a presence in all major 
financial centres and offices in over 50 countries.7 Accordingly, UBS is a multinational 
enterprise within the meaning of the OECD Guidelines. 

d) Link to enterprises' activities

If a business relationship as defined by the OECD Guidelines exists (see 4b), the next question 
is whether the alleged human rights violations can be directly linked to UBS’s operations, 
products or services. According to the Swiss NCP’s assessment, and based on publicly 
available information, the submitting Parties have credibly substantiated with references to 
various public sources that Starbucks could cause or contribute to alleged violations of labour 
rights of its employees, forced labour and trafficking labour in supplier plantations and as well 
as consumer fraud with respect to Starbucks’ claims of socially responsible sourcing practices. 
It should be emphasized that there are no allegations that UBS itself has caused or contributed 
to any violations of labour or consumer rights.
The NCP is aware that UBS has engaged as an investor according to its UBS-AM Stewardship 
Update 2024 with Starbucks8 on the topics of labour rights and board elections. UBS reports 
that it met with Starbucks ahead of the Annual General Meeting (AGM) in March 2024. 
According to UBS, Starbucks had implemented changes to its governance framework and 
launched initiatives aimed at improving employee satisfaction, retention, and productivity, as 
well as preventing potential operational disruptions.
This view is not based on conclusive research or fact-finding but mainly based on the written 
submission by the submitting Parties and internet research and does not represent a 
conclusion as to whether these allegations are true or not or whether UBS observed the OECD 
Guidelines or not.

e) Legal context and parallel proceedings 

The Swiss NCP takes into consideration ongoing parallel proceedings, including court rulings. 
According to the Specific Instances Procedure of the Swiss NCP, already concluded or 
ongoing parallel proceedings do not necessarily prevent the Swiss NCP from pursuing a 
specific instance. However, in each individual case the Swiss NCP assesses whether or not 
an offer to mediate would make a positive contribution to the resolution of the issues raised or 
if it would prejudice either of the Parties involved in other proceedings. 

The Swiss NCP is aware of various legal proceedings in the USA against Starbucks. For 
example, in one legal proceeding, on 2 December 2025 a settlement was reached in New York 
following an investigation by the New York City Department of Consumer Affairs and Labor, 
which had been investigation reports violations of the local Fair Workweek Act since 2022.9  

These legal proceedings do not involve UBS. As the scope of the submission refers to the due 
diligence of UBS, the Swiss NCP considers that these parallel legal proceedings do not prevent 
the NCP from accepting this specific instance and offering its good offices.

 

7 www.ubs.com/global/de/our-firm/locations.html 
8 stewardship-annual-report-2024.pdf, page 52
9 www.tagesschau.de/wirtschaft/unternehmen/starbucks-arbeitsrecht-new-york-100.html (source in German)

http://www.ubs.com/global/de/our-firm/locations.html
file:///C:/Users/U80826029/Downloads/stewardship-annual-report-2024.pdf
http://www.tagesschau.de/wirtschaft/unternehmen/starbucks-arbeitsrecht-new-york-100.html
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f) Contribution to the purpose and effectiveness of the OECD Guidelines 

The role of the NCP is to offer a forum for discussion and to assist the Parties to address the 
issues raised. 

The Swiss NCP is aware that, in the past, UBS has commented on the issue of labour 
conditions at Starbucks as part of its investor engagement. The NCP concludes from this that 
UBS monitors Starbucks' behaviour regarding labour issues as part of its due diligence. 
Furthermore, the NCP is also aware of the limitations of UBS's impact since UBS seems only 
to be a minority shareholder in Starbucks. On the other hand, the NCP believes that a dialogue 
between both Parties could be useful for the Submitting Parties in order to get a better 
understanding of UBS's engagement with Starbucks. At the same time, a dialogue could help 
UBS better understand the labour situation at Starbucks by receiving information from the 
grassroots level from the trade unions and use this in its engagement.

Taking these considerations into account, the Swiss NCP considers that by accepting this 
specific instance and offering a confidential mediation it could contribute to the dialogue 
between the Parties and help them reach a better mutual understanding of the issues raised 
and a mutually acceptable outcome.

f) Conclusion

The Swiss NCP accepts the specific instance and offers its good offices to the Parties for 
further consideration. 

5 Next steps
The Swiss NCP will offer its good offices to the Parties and ask them to confirm whether they 
are willing to accept this offer with the aim of reaching a mutually acceptable outcome. 

If the Parties reach an agreement and find a solution to the issues raised, the Swiss NCP will 
make publicly available a final statement with the results of the proceedings. Information 
regarding the contents of the discussions and the agreement will only be published with the 
express consent of the Parties involved. If no agreement is reached or one of the Parties is not 
willing to take part in the proceedings, the Swiss NCP will also make this information publicly 
available in a final statement. The latter will include a summary of the reasons why no 
agreement was reached. The Swiss NCP may draw up recommendations for implementation 
of the OECD Guidelines, which will also be included in the final statement. In addition, the NCP 
may envisage specific follow-up activities, for which the NCP will provide support following 
completion of the specific instance procedure. Final statements are published on the Swiss 
NCP website and are referenced in the OECD Database on Specific Instances for the OECD 
Guidelines. Before the statement is issued, the Swiss NCP provides the Parties with the 
opportunity to comment on a draft statement. If there is no agreement between the Swiss NCP 
and the Parties about the wording of the statement, the Swiss NCP makes the final decision. 

In order to establish an atmosphere of trust, the Implementation Procedures of the OECD 
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct foresee that the 
parties may not disclose publicly or to a third party, during or after the proceedings, facts and 
arguments shared by the other parties or the NCP (including where relevant by an external 
mediator) during and after the proceedings, unless the sharing party agrees to their disclosure, 
such facts and arguments are already in the public domain, or not disclosing would be contrary 
to the provisions of national law. To this end, special requirements concerning the treatment 
of confidential information can be agreed upon by the Parties involved in this specific instance. 

The Swiss NCP will publish its report on the Initial Assessment on the Swiss NCP website


