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Dr Stephan Rothlin

The Association for International Business Ethics (AIBE) seeks to deepen understanding and awareness of the crucial role that ethics must play in underpinning the shift towards sustainable development, also believing that corresponding education in such regard is a fundamental necessity.  On the occasion of this year’s Annual General Meeting of the Association, I would like to focus for a moment on two issues that reinforce this point and the need for our existence. 

Food Safety

Firstly, a recent series of food-safety scares, and related issues, highlights the imperative of seeing business ethics as not just a matter of academic interest, or as a luxury to be left for later in the development process, but as the present and urgent need for ethical people at all levels of business activity.  Legislation is necessary and helpful, but itself alone will never achieve this.  There is also a need for organisations and individuals to go into offices, factories and workshops and engage workers, managers and leaders in conversations and educational activities that help them develop ethical literacy and support them in putting ethics into practice in the workplace.  In short, there is much for organisations such as AIBE to do and we both welcome and invite the involvement of individuals and other partners who share our vision while also reiterating our deep appreciation for those who are already working with us in this regard and who have been supporting us over the past year.  Thank you!

Ethics in the Work Place begins with Ethics in the Individual

My second point invites us to reflect for a moment on how business ethics have been a topic of increasing discussion over the past three decades or so.  High profile scandals at, for example, Enron and Worldcom have brought the issue of insider trading very much into the limelight lately and boosted the rush to put in place codes of conduct and strict rules.  More and more people have become concerned about conditions in the work place, staff relationships and morale.  And yet despite such added attention, the volume of ethical breaches seems only to increase.  We can only conclude that no matter how well-written they may be, a set of rules in an office handbook or a code on a factory wall will never be enough – and, in their detail, may even take people away from the fundamental basics underlying them.  We need more than that; and to remember the foundation on which ethical business practices are built.  Ethics in the work place, regardless of whether it is a factory, a hi-tech lab or a financial centre, can trace their origins back to fundamental ethical principles that govern relationships between individuals in any context, working or otherwise.  These include three basic responsibilities:

1. To avoid causing harm to others;

2. To respect others’ rights; and 

3. To treat others fairly.

If ethics are to take hold in business practices, it is first of all ethical principles such as these that must find a place within the hearts and minds of individuals engaged in business.  Notions of respect, responsibility and justice are at the bedrock of culture and civilization worldwide and indispensable for the well being of individuals, society and sustainable development.  As individuals each of us must remind ourselves of these values and not allow ourselves to stray from them; we will only find ethics in business when ethics have first taken root in individuals.

Training Seminars

Pursuing its aims, AIBE is committed to further developing training seminars for industries and companies.  Business students of the University of Hong Kong will again be introduced to developing a Code of Ethics and its implementation in my course on international business ethics in July this year.  Another training seminar conducted last May was the one I gave to managers of the Sichuan Telecommunication Company in Chengdu, Sichuan.  Such seminars confirm the growing need for substantial ethical training, including the commitment to diminishing corruption at all levels.  Last October, AIBE sponsored the Conference on Competitiveness and Social Responsibility in Beijing organized by the Centre for International Business Ethics (CIBE).  We will support the CIBE conference of Social Responsibility and Consumer Rights scheduled for October 26 & 27, 2007 at Sun-City, Beijing.

Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to mention two organisational matters:  the first is that following the amendment of our constitution at the Special General Meeting held on 14 March 2007 we have received an initial positive response from the Hong Kong Inland Revenue Department to our application for charitable status and trust that this will soon be formalised.  Secondly, it is gratifying for me to be able to report that the moving of our principal place of conducting business from the office of the Hong Kong Institute of International Educational Leadership to Flat 12A Eliza Building, 185-191 Sai Yee Street, Kowloon.  

As we reflect back on the achievements of the past year let us also look forward to the year ahead with determination and optimism, noting that while much remains to be done the message of ethics is one that is increasingly resonating with people everywhere.

