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Transcript begins. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Hi! Welcome and thank you for joining us for the fourth conversation in 
our live “On What Matters” series. I’m Hilary Pennington. I am a small, middle-aged white 
woman with very short hair sitting in a brown chair against a white wall, and I’m wearing a bright 
orange sweater. And my guest today is Fernanda Hopenhaym, a fierce advocate for human 
rights and a good friend. Fernanda, over to you. Do you want to just give a brief description? 

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Hi, Hilary, and thank you so much for the invitation and also to the 
Ford Foundation. I’m Fernanda Hopenhaym Carrera. I’m a Latin American woman. I’m pale, I 
wear glasses, I have long black hair, and I’m wearing a black outfit and I’m sitting against a wall 
with a clock and a colorful scarf behind me. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Thank you. Fernanda is a very powerful advocate for the importance 
of corporate transparency and corporate accountability and a very strong believer that civil 
society has a major role to play in advancing better business practices. And we’re going to start 
with a short video about her work. 

[On August 6, 2014, a Grupo México mine spilled 40 million liters of acidified 
copper sulfate into the Sonora and Bacanuchi rivers.] 

Patricia Velarde, CCRS / Baviácora: We are here because of Grupo Mexico’s impunity, who in 
2014 caused a mega toxic spill in the Sonora River, which was classified as the worst 
environmental disaster of mining in Mexico.  

[Spill cost: 10 billion pesos, five times the allocated amount for the failed fund for 
remediation.] 
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Patricia Velarde: These polluted waters cause all these metals to accumulate and cause 
serious illnesses, cancer, organic damage to the liver and kidneys. And that is what we are 
going through both in my community and in the rest of the basin. 

Activist: You’ve damaged our lives. The people are suffering. We are all suffering.  

Ramón Miranda, CCRS / Aconchi: Here I bring my studies. I bring lead, arsenic, cadmium at 
levels much higher than Mexican standards. I am diabetic. I can no longer walk very much. 

[The spill affected at least 24,000 people in eight municipalities: Arizpe, 
Banámichi, Huepac, San Felipe de Jesús, Aconchi, Baviácora, Ures and rural 
Hermosillo.] 

Patricia Velarde: The mine has expanded, tripled, and quintupled its production. It continues to 
take away our wealth, it continues to poison our waters, it continues to affect our health and 
there is no power that can stop it. 

[Authorities confirmed the presence of lead in the urine of more than 95% of the 
population, arsenic in more than 50%, and cadmium in more than 79%. In addition, 
the percentages of the population where “high risk” and “very high risk” were 
detected range from 1% to 10% in each municipality, in which the risk of 
developing arsenic poisoning and neuropathy is recognized.]  

Ramón Miranda: Please get closer to the truth, come close to the truth.  

Activist: At the expense of how many children? You are ending the childhood and future of 
children who aren’t even born yet. You should be responsible.  

Patricia Velarde: We want the 36 water plants, plus any other that might be necessary, to give 
us specialized health care centers, to repair the environment, and to pay for the damage. 

Ramón Miranda: It’s not possible that the government—that our taxes are used to repair the 
damage this company has committed.  

Activists: Grupo México should be made accountable for this disaster.   

[#SonoraRiver. #EightYearsOfImpunity. Basin Committee, Sonora River logo. 
Poder logo.] 

HILARY PENNINGTON: What a powerful video. So let’s talk about the connection between 
corporate accountability and human rights. Tell me a little bit about how you see that 
connection, how it’s working today, and whether you feel we’re making progress. 



FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Well, that video makes me emotional and really hopeful because, 
you know, these are affected peoples that were just impacted by, let’s say, corporate sponsored 
disaster, and now they are, you know, a strong, fully-fledged social movement. And that’s the 
type of accompaniment that PODER is doing, the type of initiatives we’re pushing, and that’s 
where I see the connect between, you know, human rights and corporate accountability. We can 
only achieve accountability if we are organized and if we have strong social human rights 
movements pushing and demanding that accountability to businesses and to states. So I think 
that’s where the connection lies, you know: in building collective power, in really working 
together and bringing all the forces and all the voices to the table. So for PODER, you know, 
building knowledge, providing information, conducting research, developing information-based 
tools that then communities and rights holders can use to push for that accountability, to sit 
down with state actors, to advocate vis-à-vis companies for them to remedy the damage or to 
prevent damage is an essential part of what we do, and it’s where we see a clear connection 
between the human rights agenda and the corporate sector. You know, I think the days where 
we only demanded accountability and transparency to state actors are way behind and now we 
really need to consider corporations as, you know, also responsible for, you know, preventing 
harm or abstaining from doing harm and also providing remedy when they do so. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Well, I think it’s so important because many of those corporate 
practices are very, very opaque to the people who are impacted by them, and the role you play 
in helping to translate and connect is essential. So I want to ask you, just building on the theme 
of human rights, and you’ve talked about this a little bit, but talk more about why you feel a 
human rights approach is so essential in the organizing that you do—and just, basically, what is 
a human rights approach? 

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Yeah. So I mean, we have all the human rights instruments and all 
this complex body of work, knowledge, and a community of practice working on human rights. 
But it’s, to put it simply, it’s just about human dignity: what makes us human, what makes us 
who we are, what allows us to live a dignified life, access to basic provisions, living our life freely 
with our identities, understanding how all this intersects. So for me, of course, there is a 
complexity and a technical approach to it, but it’s also about, again, the basic dignity that all 
human beings deserve and should be entitled to from the day they are born, and so it’s also 
about reducing inequality. It’s also about opening access for these affected communities to be 
on the table, to sit on the table. It’s also about analyzing privilege. This is an essential 
component of the work we do. We work from a power analysis and a privilege analysis 
perspective so that we can use that power and that privilege to push for justice and to support 
people that are actually affected by corporate practices to, again, sit on the table and use their 
own voice. We’re not giving voice to anyone. These people have their own voice; we’re just 
trying to bring that perspective to the table. So that’s where I see the human rights elements to 
play in practice. But then, of course,  we have human rights due diligence, we have many other 
concrete instruments that are based on the different instruments we have on human rights, 
including our national constitutions, that should protect their human rights to work on corporate 
accountability. So that’s a very technical connection, but it’s also there and it’s part of the work 
we’re doing.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

HILARY PENNINGTON: No, what you’re really talking about, braiding together different 
strands, I mean, constitutions together with human voice in a way that is necessary not only to 
create the world that we want, but to call it out when there’s transgression. So I want to shift the 
subject for a little bit to talk about a topic that you and I have talked about before, which is you, 
as a woman leader and a feminist leader of an NGO in Latin America, and maybe to just get you 
to talk a little bit about what your experiences have been as a leader. And then, you know, 
moving from your experience as an individual to comment, if you would, about why and how 
feminist approaches matter in the pursuit of corporate accountability and human dignity. 

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: I think that, yeah, I learned it firsthand before even being able to 
name it and put it on the table and incorporated it into the work we do. So, you know, corporate 
accountability and, generally speaking, anything related to business, finance, money, as you 
know, generally speaking, has been historically male-dominated. So I think for women, since 
our upbringing to be honest, we are not taught how to, you know, relate in a healthy way with 
money on economic issues, again, broadly speaking. So I think that when I started working on 
this issue, even before I joined PODER, I was pretty much alone in many spaces or with a small 
group of fellow feminists trying to push for this agenda. And I mean, you and I have discussed 
how, generally speaking, also the kind of human rights community of practice was male-
dominated not that long ago. So I think, of course, a lot of challenges in trying to be, you know, 
bold to push for things, to call it out to colleagues when they were having, you know, sexist 
behaviors, to acknowledge that we needed to join forces with other women and kind of stick 
together and push for change, that there was work to be done internally in our organizations and 
with our teams as well as externally with colleagues from other NGOs, with donors, with the 
stakeholders we were engaging with, with local communities we’re accompanying, and how do 
we approach that in a non-colonialist way? So it’s, you know, like a lot of thoughts and lessons 
learned throughout the years that I think made me the person I am now as a leader. I tried to 
exercise, you know—I shared leadership with a co-director, of course—I try to mentor my 
colleagues and open doors for younger women to join. I try to be mindful whenever I organize, 
let’s say, an event or anything to bring a diversity of voices and of identities to the table. And 
that, for me, is feminism in practice, right? It’s a feminist way of living and leading. So I’ve faced 
a lot of challenges, you know, from people silencing me, to not taking me too seriously because 
I was younger or because I wore certain clothes, or used a lot of the hands and the humor, the 
sense of humor. But then I think, you know, bit by bit, a group of us has been able to push and 
we’re more, we’re more, that have joined the party. And now we see a lot of female leadership. 
And, I mean, not only in feminist organizations, but everywhere in the human rights community. 
So I hope, you know, I have contributed to that a little bit.  

HILARY PENNINGTON: Oh, I think you have. And then what do you see on the corporate side? 
On the corporate accountability side, do you see a rising group of women leaders? You know, 
what is it like to take who you are and these feminist approaches into the work on corporate 
accountability?  



 

 

 

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Well, I think there are a lot more women now in corporate 
accountability and, you know, business and human rights than 10 years ago, for sure. And we 
still face a lot of, you know, resistance a little bit from our colleagues, some sexist, you know, 
like this kind of hidden machismo that we call in Spanish, you know, like the micro, micro 
behaviors that really are still trying to hold, you know, the privileges and the power and the 
spaces. It’s difficult, and I understand if you’ve been there forever and you’re an expert, now 
that you need to, you know, leave that seat for another person to join the table. People don’t 
want to lose that, and I understand it. But it’s the work that we need to do collectively as a 
community of practice. And I have a lot of great, strong feminist colleagues in the corporate 
accountability world everywhere, in all regions, trying to push for that change. And that also 
implies incorporating a feminist lens to the work we do. So it’s about our relationships, it’s about 
sharing power and spaces. It’s about respecting the knowledge that we have as women, but it’s 
also bringing that lens to the policy proposals we develop or, you know, the advocacy efforts 
with that. So I think it has a lot of elements in it.  

HILARY PENNINGTON: One of the things I really appreciate about the work is the ways in 
which I think that kind of approach, that feminist approach and that diagnosis of power and how 
power works in the world, can actually help us imagine what’s going to be the impact of a policy 
proposal. You know, they’re not always neutral and things that sound good in the abstract 
actually land in very different ways on different populations, and I think that’s, you know, that’s 
one among many of the assets that you and these approaches bring to the work. So, civil 
society, we live at a time when it’s become almost easy to talk about the shrinking space for civil 
society. But I think it is true that civic space is transforming, has been transforming over recent 
years, and I would love it if you would talk a little bit about how you see those changes: what 
you see as the threats but also what you see as forms of resilience,  persistence, and pushing 
back.   

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Well I think, I always try to think, you know, about the backlashes 
or the conservative forces that are trying to, you know, silence the public participation by civil 
society, as you know, because, as a backlash, because there’s a back. Because there’s a lash, 
we’re advancing. So I think that, I don’t know, in the over 20 years I’ve been around, working on 
these issues, I’ve seen a lot of advances, actually: transparency laws, public participation, 
opening of spaces. So it’s not all that bad. But I do think that we’re at a very challenging 
moment in time where we need to hold the line because, again, these forces are there, they’re 
trying to maintain the status quo and maintain privilege and silence certain voices, because they 
don’t want to lose power. Bottom line. So I think that we need to continue to organize, and I 
think one way of holding the line is collective organizing and, you know, having a collective 
voice, and that means to sometimes negotiate with our fellow civil society partners, you know, 
and agree on certain points that we have in common and defend those. Because if we get too 
much into the differences, we won’t advance or hold the line.  

HILARY PENNINGTON: So you’re really describing that there are threats outside of civil society 
and there are threats inside civil society, and both of them require care and attention. So we 
have time for one more question before we return to some of the questions that we’ve gotten 



 

 

 

 

 

from the audience. And I want to just close with a question that I ask everyone, and it’s a little bit 
related to this idea of persisting against backlash, but it’s just the question: What gives you 
hope?  

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Well, young people, particularly young feminists give me a lot of 
hope. I have two kids. You know, my kids are hitting the teenage moment. Their friends are 
amazing; the kind of conversations they have are really, really, I mean, hopeful. And I think they 
don’t see, like, a future that it’s not bright. So kind of being in touch with them, that connection, 
really it’s contagious, makes me hopeful. And also like, you know, young people’s movements, 
young people fighting climate change. You know, young people, young feminists fighting for 
rights. You know, LGBTI young people that are pushing for their identities to be recognized and 
respected, young Indigenous people. So I think that we should engage much more with the 
youth because there is a lot of hope that lies there and we don’t want to leave a mess for these 
people. So I hope we can do a good job. And that hope really, you know, it’s contagious for us 
that we’re in, you know, our 40's or 50's or whatever, and we can work together with them in an 
intergenerational fashion. That, I think, would be great. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: I love that. That does give hope. Well, we’re going to turn to our 
questions from the audience. We have time to take two of them. And the first one, actually, It 
keys a little bit off of what you have just been talking about. So it’s a question from Kevin, who 
wants to know your thoughts about what’s the business case for eliminating poverty among 
young people? 

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Well, it touches a little bit about my final thoughts further from the 
previous question, because I think that, I mean, we shouldn’t be doing a case for businesses 
right  on young people and how they are, you know, they have the future in their hands because 
we’re not going to be there eventually. And I think that one of the challenges with the 
businesses is that they have a short-term, you know, way of operating because they need to 
create wealth and create profit for their shareholders. So that’s kind of the original sin of many of 
the problems that we are facing, including in the corporate accountability world. So I think that 
when we think about young people and opportunities for young people, we’re thinking about 
sustainability, also, and long-term plans by corporations. And I think that that is a challenge due 
to these short-term obligations they have, to fiduciary duties, and so on. So I mean, having 
conversations also with some private sector actors that are pushing for, let’s say, human rights 
approaches and opening new opportunities. This comes up a lot. It’s difficult for them to 
conciliate internally those two visions. So I hope that we can make the case for businesses that 
this is the only way for them to thrive in the long term. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Yes. And to broaden the notion of shareholder to stakeholder. Right? 
Which is an essential piece of what you just are saying. All right. We’re going to go to a question 
from Cesar. And that question is: What role does online organizing play for civil society in 
advocating for better business practices? 



 

 

 

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: So I think online organizing is really useful and helpful. We’ve 
seen it a lot in, you know, political campaigns and other ways of organizing. And I think that for, 
let’s say, corporate accountability and human rights organizing, it has become a very important 
tool. It cannot be a substitute for, you know, community organizing or in-person collective work, 
but I think as a tool, it connects many people around the world. It speaks a lot to younger people 
going back to this element, you know, this new generation that uses, you know, social media 
that I can’t even manage like TikTok and those things. And, you know, using those tools and 
acknowledging that we can speak to certain people by using those tools, it’s very important. And 
again, I think it’s a compliment to the work we’re doing on the ground with actual people 
because we can’t forget that we are bodies, mind, souls, and a screen is not enough to kind of 
come together as a whole and build collective power. But I think it’s an interesting tool that we 
should continue to use and even exploit or explore a little bit more. 

HILARY PENNINGTON: Yes. Well, thank you for holding those two together. Right? The online 
and the embodiedness of what it means to create community and connection. And I want to just 
thank you so much for a wonderful, wonderful conversation, for the work you do, and to 
everyone who has joined in. Thank you, too, for joining us. And we have two more 
conversations coming up with activists in South Africa and in the U.S. And if you stay tuned, 
we’ll show you how to tune in for those. Thank you, Fernanda. 

FERNANDA HOPENHAYM: Thank you very much, Hilary. It’s been my pleasure and my 
privilege. I really, really appreciate this opportunity. 

End of transcript. 
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