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About GRI 
Conceived in 1997, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is an independent institution 
based in the Netherlands established to facilitate a multi-stakeholder process to 
develop and disseminate globally applicable Sustainability Reporting Guidelines 
(henceforth the ‘Guidelines’).  These Guidelines are for voluntary use by any type of 
organisation for reporting on their economic, environmental, and social performance.  
The aim of the Guidelines is “to assist reporting organisations and their stakeholders in 
articulating and understanding contributions of the reporting organisations to 
sustainable development”.1  The most recent version of the Guidelines was released in 
August 2002. 
 
The 2002 Guidelines represent a general set of indicators, which, for the most part, are 
applicable to organisations in all sectors of commerce, in all regions of the world.  GRI 
recognises that sector-specific guidance must be developed to supplement the general 
information elicited in the Guidelines.  This is essential to enabling more robust and 
useful reporting - and to extend the applicability and uptake of the GRI Guidelines 
across sectors and around the world.  GRI has been committed to engaging various 
partners to provide industry-specific guidance in the form of Sector Supplements.  
Supplements are designed to compliment the 2002 Guidelines, and should be used in 
addition to, not in place of, the Guidelines.  This Resource Document has been 
prepared in support of the Public Agency Sector Supplement. 
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1 Global Reporting Initiative, Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, 2002, page 1, 
http://www.globalreporting.org/guidelines/2002.asp 
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PART I. ABOUT THE PROJECT 
 
Broadening Focus to Include the Public Sector  
Accountability for organisational economic, environmental, and social performance 
(also known as “sustainability performance” or the “triple bottom line”) has captured 
the attention of the public in recent years as part of the growing effort to define the 
sustainability agenda.  Much of this effort has focused on developing mechanisms to 
enable the private sector to manage, measure and report their sustainability 
performance.  Sustainability reporting became a formal part of the global agenda when 
governments from around the world committed at the 2002 United Nations World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) “to encourage industry to improve 
social and environmental performance through voluntary initiatives including…public 
reporting on environmental and social performance” specifically referencing the 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI).2 

 

As new mechanisms for corporate 
accountability have begun to take 
shape, there have been calls – both 
from within and outside the public 
sector – for governments to 
demonstrate their leadership not only 
through policies, but equally as 
important, through their own actions.  
As significant employers, providers of 
services, and consumers of resources, 
public authorities can have a major 
impact on national and global progress 
towards sustainable development (see 
Box 13). 

 

 

                                            
2 United Nations, Article 18, Plan of Implementation, Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development, 
2002, http://www.johannesburgsummit.org/html/documents/summit_docs/131302_wssd_report_reissued.pdf 
3 Cash, R.M., Cantu, A.M. and Crutchfield-Raum, A., A Review of Government Environmental Reporting, Logistics 
Management Institute, 2001, page 2. 

Box 1 

Operational Impacts of Public Agencies  
The direct impact of public sector operations on the 
economy, environment, and society are significant since 
this sector is typically one of the largest in countries 
around the world.  The following are a few examples: 
 
• Canada’s federal government is the nation’s largest 

single enterprise.  It employs 224,000 people; owns 
21.4 million hectares of land, 59,000 buildings and 
facilities, owns and operates 25,000 motor vehicles; 
and is responsible for more than $8 billion in annual 
purchases of goods and services. 
 

• The U.S. federal government owns one-third of the 
nation’s land and is the largest consumer of energy.  
Its purchases total more than $200 billion annually. 
 

• In the United Kingdom, the government purchases 
₤25 billion of goods and services annually. 

 
Together with indirect impacts that result from policies, 
implementation of various programmes, and the 
provision of services both at central and local levels, the 
public sector affects society and environment to a great 
extent. 
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Indeed, in real terms, the overall impacts of government operations can exceed those of 
individual industry sectors in a national context.  A recent report of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) indicated that public 
procurement alone is quite significant.  According to 1998 figures, OECD member 
government expenditures on procurement ranged from approximately five percent 
(Belgium) to 18 percent (Hungary) of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), averaging 
about nine percent in OECD member countries.4  

 

Recognising their unique role in the shift towards a more sustainable world, most 
governments have developed active plans to address sustainability goals and targets, 
and actively report information related to their activities.  However, sustainability 
information tends to be scattered across multiple publications and tends to focus on 
general policy goals, not sustainability impacts.  Information is not typically structured 
in a consistent manner within countries, and there is little opportunity for comparison 
across nations due to the lack of standardised sustainability reporting activities.  
Further, much of the work to date on sustainability indicators by the public sector has 
focused on measurement of external conditions and not actual public agency 
performance and impacts.  In the absence of generally-agreed organisational 
performance indicators, public agencies wishing to measure and communicate their 
sustainability performance – and stakeholders that demand such transparency from 
public agencies - have been placed at a disadvantage vis-à-vis the private sector.  

 
The relevance of organisational-level performance indicators is also linked to the 
WSSD’s theme of shared responsibilities amongst different stakeholders for 
sustainable development, and the need for solutions to arise from partnerships.  
Reporting by public agencies can reinforce partnership activities by illustrating 
contributions by the public sector to partnerships around specific issues.  Reporting 
also provides a platform for dialogue about future contributions towards sustainable 
development. 

 

For reporting to serve these functions, however, it needs to take place in the context of 
a generally accepted framework that, either alone or in combination with other 
                                            
4 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, The Environmental Performance of Public 
Procurement: Issues of Policy Coherence, 2003, page 11, 
http://www1.oecd.org/publications/e-book/9703081E.PDF 
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information, enables a holistic view of contributions to sustainable development.  
Furthermore, this framework should be one that facilitates communication between 
public and private sector institutions on sustainability performance on the basis of a 
common language, and, to the extent possible, shared criteria.   

 

The GRI framework is widely recognised within the private sector as a valuable tool 
for measuring and communicating an organisation’s sustainability performance.  From 
the outset, the GRI framework was intended to be applicable to all types of 
organisations, and therefore is one of a limited number of tools meant for both private 
sector and public sector users.  While clearly a challenging task, early experiences 
from public agencies using the 2002 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (the 
‘Guidelines’) suggest that it is indeed feasible to apply the Guidelines to public sector 
reporting.  The development of a Sector Supplement will help facilitate this task. 

 

The relevance of international approaches, such as the GRI framework, also lies in the 
global nature of many sustainability challenges.  Clearly, government reporting must 
reflect national priorities.  However, over the last decade a number of global 
challenges and goals have emerged, such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions, which 
require action at all levels of government in all locations.  Common but flexible global 
frameworks for reporting help focus attention on certain international priorities and 
facilitate co-ordinated action without interfering with the ability to report against local 
needs. 

 

Overall, the purpose of this project is to help fill a current gap in reporting tools for the 
public sector and further advance the system of organisational sustainability reporting 
emerging worldwide.  GRI has a contribution to make both in the creation of a 
reporting tool, but also as a process of multi-stakeholder dialogue on expectations 
around organisational contributions to sustainable development.  Reporting through a 
globally accepted framework supported by an ongoing multi-stakeholder process of 
continuous improvement will help foster a common language for reporting and the 
basis for successful partnerships. 
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Project Description 
In September 2003, GRI launched a multi-phase, 15-month process to develop a pilot 
version of the Public Agency Sector Supplement.  Like other Supplements in the GRI 
portfolio, this Supplement will build on the Guidelines by identifying performance 
indicators for aspects that are important to public agencies, but not fully reflected in 
the Guidelines.  Supplements are for use in combination with the Guidelines and help 
ensure that the GRI framework is fully applicable to a given sector.5  A multi-
stakeholder working group comprising individuals working in government, business, 
civil society, trade unions, and other stakeholder groups will draft the content of the 
Supplement. 

 

The project consists of five phases spanning September 2003 - January 2005:  

• Phase I (September-January 2004): Preparation of this Resource Document. 
• Phase II (January 2004-June 2004): Drafting of the Sector Supplement by a 

multi-stakeholder working group. 
• Phase III (July-October 2004): Public comment period to solicit external 

feedback on the draft Supplement.  
• Phase IV (November 2004): Submission of the final draft version of the Sector 

Supplement for approval by the GRI governing body. 
• Phase V (December 2004+): Release and dissemination of the Public Agency 

Sector Supplement as pilot version 1.0. 
 
Purpose of the Resource Document 
This Resource Document provides background information for the working group to 
help stimulate their thinking and establish a common understanding of sustainability 
reporting in the public sector.  As such, it does not seek to propose specific content for 
the supplement, but rather outline the broader context to allow subsequent work to be 
efficient and productive. 
 

Research for the Resource Document started with a number of basic questions, 
including: 

• How are public agencies currently reporting on their overall performance - 
including traditional financial reporting and sustainability reporting? 

                                            
5 See Appendix I for details on the GRI reporting framework. 
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• How does sustainability/triple bottom line reporting fit with other types of 
information disclosure and performance reporting currently used by public 
agencies? 

• Which types of public agencies are reporting specifically on their sustainability 
performance and why? 

• How do different types of public agencies vary in their approach to 
sustainability reporting? 

• What is generally covered when reporting on sustainability performance? 
• What are the key challenges for public agencies when implementing the GRI 

Guidelines? 
 
This document consists of five main parts.  This first part introduces the project and the 
research methodology behind the Resource Document.  Part II reviews examples of 
approaches by government agencies to accountability and reporting in general.  Part III 
reviews sustainability/triple bottom line reporting initiatives currently underway by 
public agencies, including the drivers and tools applied.  Part IV looks at the 
applicability of the Guidelines to the public sector.  Part V offers some initial 
conclusions and raises key issues for consideration in the working group. 

 

Research Methodology 
Research for this document began with a broad search for examples of disclosures 
related to sustainability by public agencies.  From the outset, research excluded 
publicly-owned corporations and service providers, and focused on agencies 
responsible for making and/or implementing rules, regulations and policies.  

 

It was immediately apparent that a tremendous diversity of approaches to sustainability 
reporting existed.  Broadly speaking, it was discovered that reporting in the public 
sector covered a wide spectrum ranging from simple disclosure of raw information to 
structured performance reporting on progress against various sustainability goals.  
Given the breadth of examples, research for this document focused primarily on 
reports which addressed the economic, environmental, and social impacts of an 
agency’s internal operations in addition to information on other areas such as policy.  
Other types of documents were reviewed to better understand the overall context for 
transparency by public agencies, however, given the ultimate goal of developing a GRI 
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Public Agency Sector Supplement the majority of research was devoted to reviewing 
reports on operational performance related to sustainability. 

 

Information sources included: 

• reports released by public agencies;  
• reviews of secondary literature; and 
• telephone interviews and written comments from experts and practitioners in 

the field of public agency reporting. 
 
Interviewees came primarily from Australia, Canada, Germany, Hong Kong, Italy, 
Mexico, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America.  The 
literature review was limited to information available in English and Japanese. 

 

While this document contains a number of examples and quotes from government 
reports it should be noted that this does not constitute an endorsement or 
recommendation of any individual report by the GRI.  These reports or report segments 
were chosen as illustrative examples and are not presented as “best practice”. 

 

Notes on terminology used in this document: 

• The term report refers primarily to publications that present the sustainability 
performance of an agency for a given set of audiences with respect to a given set of 
expectations or goals.  This is distinguished from information disclosure where 
information is made available, but without interpretation or placement within a 
specific context.  Examples of information disclosure would include the public 
release of studies and policy documents used internally by agencies. 

• The term public agency refers to an entity that makes and/or implements 
regulations, rules, and public policies at the regional, central, federal, state, 
provincial, municipal, or local level.  Government-owned business, enterprises, or 
other entities (e.g., research/educational institutions or foundations) are not 
included. 
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PART II. ACCOUNTABILITY AND REPORTING IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR 
 
Just as in the private sector, public agencies at all levels are accountable to a broad 
range of stakeholders.  At a basic level, accountability means the same thing in the 
private sector and the public sector – an obligation on behalf of the entity to answer for 
its actions.  In practice, there are differences due to the nature of their respective 
missions.  Private sector organisations are driven by the motive to obtain a return on 
their shareholders’ investments.  Governments, on other hand, have the mission of 
enhancing public goods and welfare.  They are the custodians of national resources and 
have the right to make and uphold laws. 

 

As such, there is a long history of efforts in many countries to enhance transparency of 
government operations.  There is also recognition, in many legal systems, of an 
inherent obligation for public agencies to explain their actions and the consequences 
associated with pursuing their mission.  Each national government and each individual 
agency respond to this accountability imperative in a different manner, combining 
simple information disclosures (i.e., making data or documents publicly available) with 
more structured reporting of performance on specific topics such as environmental 
management or social issues. 

 

The goal of sustainable development provides public agencies with a new type of 
accountability challenge and reporting need.  For a public agency, providing leadership 
and demonstrable progress toward sustainable development has two dimensions.  First, 
governments must establish far-reaching policies that will catalyse sustainable 
development.  Equally important, they must also be accountable for the sustainability 
of their own operational performance, including management of staff and facilities, 
and procurement of goods and services. 

 

To date, most efforts by public agencies to provide performance reports to the public 
have focused on annual reports, which are often akin to private sector financial reports.  
These typically review the previous year’s activities and achievements, and contain 
financial statements.  Most annual financial reports do not contain data on an 
organisation’s sustainability performance - which is most certainly a part of the 
accountability expectation in the current sustainability era.  To supplement annual 
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reports, public agencies typically also publish a wide range of policy reports, however, 
these usually do not cover operational impacts either.  As such, current reports often do 
not provide a complete picture of public agency performance, particularly in the area 
of environmental and social impacts.  

 

The current approach to reporting is partially a reflection of the fact that the entry point 
to sustainability reporting for many agencies has been their role as the promoters of 
sustainable development.  For example, a number of local governments in countries 
such as Italy have started to examine sustainability reporting as an outgrowth of their 
Local Agenda 216 activities.  At the national level, countries like Canada and the 
United Kingdom view the greening of government operations as a key aspect of their 
sustainable development strategies (see 
Box 27).  At both the local and national 
level, reporting is seen as a tool to clarify 
the sustainability agenda, to set goals, to 
measure improvements, and to make 
decisions about how to improve 
performance. 

 

Although notions of accountability are 
rapidly changing to include accountability 
for sustainability performance, how this 
will actually manifest itself remain 
unclear for many.  Public agencies in 
general deal with three different types of 
measurements:  

• operational impacts;  

• policy effectiveness; and 

• the state of economic, environmental, and social conditions in areas under 
their jurisdiction. 

                                            
6 At the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, local authorities were mandated to set up an action plan for sustainable 
development known as Local Agenda 21 implementation. See http://www.iclei.org/europe/la21/l121.htm 
7 Excerpt from UK Government, Sustainable Development in Government, Part A: Overarching Commitment – 
Introduction, http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/sdig/improving/contexta.htm 

Box 2 

UK Government’s perspective on impacts 
Management of the Government Estate has 
considerable potential to contribute to the 
Government’s objectives for sustainable 
development.  The energy and water 
Government uses, the waste it produces, the 
travel and work patterns it encourages 
amongst its staff and the products it buys 
have direct environmental and social 
impacts and say a great deal about UK 
Government’s overall commitment to 
sustainable development.  As well as 
tackling environmental impacts, 
Departments increasingly recognise that 
they have a significant opportunity to 
contribute to the social and economic 
strands of sustainable development in their 
role as employers. 
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Currently there is no consensus on which measurements need to be incorporated into 
accounting for sustainability performance or how to do so.  Some agencies view 
accountability primarily in the context of their own actions and operations, whereas 
others view it in the context of their policies and/or sustainability conditions in the 
geographic areas for which they are responsible.  For the public sector, the term 
“performance” is a particularly difficult concept to pin down, especially since agencies 
do not, for example, have full control over all aspects of air quality, yet this will likely 
fall within the sphere of things for which citizens hold the agency accountable. 

 

Despite these difficulties, reporting on sustainability performance of agencies remains 
an area of intense interest and activity.  As public awareness of challenges regarding 
sustainable development rise, there is growing pressure to understand how agencies are 
performing against a commonly accepted set of principles and measures.  The next 
section summarises findings of the research on current public sector reporting practices. 

 

State of Reporting in the Public Sector 
Summarising the extent and depth of reporting practices in the public sector, 
particularly on a global level, is challenging to say the least.  Simple keyword searches 
on the Internet bring up a wide range of reports and related articles, but these 
documents typically do not lead to a clear overall picture of the sustainability 
performance of public agencies. 

 
Surveys and research on public agency reporting practices are limited, and 
comprehensive databases of reports published by public sector agencies around the 
world (e.g., something equivalent to the Corporate Register8) do not currently exist.  
As such, this section of the Resource Document is not meant to be exhaustive, but 
rather is intended to give a glimpse of the range of reports available. 

 

Research found that reporting is happening at multiple levels of government from the 
central to the local level.  Agencies in Australia, Hong Kong, Japan, New Zealand, and 
the United Kingdom are engaged in reporting that covers the environmental and social 

                                            
8 A collection of all sustainability reports produced by private sector companies is available at 
http://www.corporateregister.com  
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impacts of their operations.  In addition, at least four public agencies are already using 
the GRI Guidelines. 
 
Generally speaking, the many types of reports can be classified into three categories: 

• Reports that cover overall performance areas of an agency.  The most common 
of these are financial reports (often termed “annual reports”).  Such reports 
discuss the activities and achievements of an agency, but with the intent of 
illustrating how the budget has been applied.  In the United States, 
“performance reports” also fall into this category. 

• Reports outlining the policies and strategies of an agency on sustainable 
development.  These typically describe policy frameworks, but do not seek to 
address the impacts of policies or operations.  While these sometimes carry the 
term “sustainability” or “sustainable development” in their title, they are 
different in nature from sustainability reports derived from the GRI framework 
due to the absence of (or very limited) analysis of operational impacts (or even 
policies). 

• Reports that present various economic, environmental, or social conditions for 
a given geographic scope (i.e., country, regional, city, etc.).  These include 
measures of aspects such as air quality, water quality, literacy rates, etc., but do 
not provide a direct link to government performance.  Some reports seek to 
examine only one area (i.e., environmental, human development) while others 
seek to provide an integrated assessment of sustainability conditions. 

 

Sustainability reporting as performed using the GRI framework is based on describing 
the impacts of an organisation’s activities.  As such, it is rooted in the first category, 
but does speak to (and even extend into) the other two categories with the goal of 
providing a holistic view of overall contributions to sustainable development (see 
Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Spheres of Reporting by Public Agencies 

 

 

 

Red circles depict areas where reporting is common (see above section). 

*Agencies exert direct control with respect to actions taken at the operational 
level.  Moving from operations to policies/services to outcomes, however, the 
level of control over specific events decreases and the ability to identify one 
outcome as the result of a specific action similarly decreases. 

 

There is a high level of interest in the stakeholder community to link public agency 
operations and activities with broader outcomes.  Complex analyses can be undertaken, 
however, there are not yet generally accepted techniques for this type of reporting 
given the challenges of definitively linking actions and outcomes.  In the future, as 
techniques for performance measurement advance and the number of reporting 
organisations expands, GRI reports could provide bridges amongst various disclosures 
to help understand operational impacts, government policies and services, and 
sustainability outcomes. 

 

Operations OutcomesPolicies 
Services 

Control*
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The following sections provide brief descriptions of the different types of reporting 
identified. 

 

Financial/Annual Reports 
Financial/annual reports in the public sector are the most common types of reports 
from all levels of government since public agencies must account for their use of tax 
money.  For example, in Canada (a parliamentary system), the government must 
disclose “the annual spending plans or estimates of all departments and report on past 
year’s activities, and the annual financial statements showing all federal spending, 
borrowing and taxing”.9 

 

Most annual reports appear to focus primarily on financial performance in the context 
of the organisation’s management structure, policies, and achievements over the past 
year.  For example, the 2003 annual report of the Companies House, an Executive 
Agency of the Department of Trade and Industry of the UK Government, included the 
following sections: Chief Executive’s statement, key achievements, customer service 
activities/progresses, governance system, human resources/health and safety highlights, 
and detailed accounts.  Content such as this is commonly found in public agency 
annual reports from different countries in the world. 

 

In the United States, the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 requires 
federal agencies to report their performance results on an annual basis.  These are 
equivalent to the annual reports discussed above, and are known as “Performance and 
Accountability Reports”.  They provide detailed performance results against targets 
and financial information.  However, they do not typically contain data on the 
sustainability impacts of internal operations.  

 

Since financial/annual reports focus mainly on financial aspects, reports on other non-
financial aspects of performance, such as environmental or social aspects, are typically 
produced in addition to financial/annual reports.  However, annual reports are now 
beginning to expand in scope.  In the state of Victoria, Australia, all departments are 
required to report on environmental performance (office-based environmental impacts, 
                                            
9 Office of the Auditor General, Canada, What We Do, http://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/domino/other.nsf/html/bodye.html 
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such as energy use, waste production, paper consumption, transportation, water use, 
and environmentally responsible purchasing activities) in their annual reports starting 
from the year 2003/2004.10 

 

Also, a number of local authorities in Australia and New Zealand have “indicated that 
the [triple bottom line] is being incorporated into annual reporting processes”.11  The 
City of Melbourne in Australia was the first to do so, but other examples include Lake 
Macquarie City Council, Onkaparinga City Council, Manningham City Council in 
Australia and Witakere City Council and Christchurch City Council in New Zealand.  
The Ministry for the Environment in New Zealand has also included summary findings 
from their triple bottom line report into their annual reports since 2001/2002. 

 

These developments indicate increasing awareness within the public sector of the need 
to integrate the concept of sustainability into day-to-day operations, and 
acknowledgement that sustainability commitments are inseparable from financial and 
overall programmatic management. 

 

Environmental Reports 
A number of national governments have required that individual agencies report on 
their environmental performance.  For example, under a directive approved in 1999, all 
public agencies in Hong Kong (all government departments, bureaus, and government-
owned organisations) must produce an annual environmental performance report.  
Since 2000, over 150 environmental performance reports (either stand-alone or as part 
of the departmental annual report) have been produced by about 80 government 
departments/bureaus, and made available to the public on their websites. 

 

One such example is the Environmental Performance Report 2003 produced by the 
Environmental Protection Department (EPD) in Hong Kong.  In addition to 
environmental performance, they reported on their contribution to the environment 
through environmental impact assessment and management programmes on issues 

                                            
10 Environmental Protection Department, Australia, Victorian Government EMS, 
http://www.epa.vic.gov.au/government/ems/default.asp 
11 International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives, Triple Bottom Line Best Practice in Local Government, 
2003, page 17, http://www.iclei.org/anz/tbl/pdf/Full_TBL_BP_report.pdf 
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such as water and waste management, and air/noise quality.  The report also covered 
EPD’s partnership initiatives with national and local counterparts in both the private 
and public sectors.  According to the EPD, reporting is a useful management tool, and 
the main purpose of producing such a report was to set an example for other public 
agencies and the private sector.12 

 

In the United Kingdom, the government has been reporting on the environmental 
impacts of their Estate (which includes 19 central departments and associated 
executive agencies) since 1999.  Individual departments/agencies are not currently 
required to publish individual reports, but the government is encouraging them to do so 
in the near future.  The Environmental Agency is one such example.  Their Annual 
Environmental Report 2002/03 included: mission and operation, performance targets, 
Chairman’s foreword, performance related to procurement, construction, offices and 
depots (energy/water/waste), transport, and environmental finance (expenditures). 

 
The City of Sendai in Japan has adopted a unique approach to environmental reporting.  
In Environment of Sendai City: 2001 Performance Report, environmental performance 
was broken down into three different categories: office facilities (e.g., city hall and 
policy service centres), civilian facilities (e.g., libraries, schools and parks), and 
business facilities (e.g., water treatment and waste management facilities).  Targets and 
figures (nominal as well as relative) for energy (by type), water and paper consumption, 
emission of pollutants, waste and recycling, green procurement activities, and 
employee education were provided in the report.  The report may be considered similar 
to site or facility-specific reports employed in corporate environmental reporting.  
Many Japanese municipalities report on operational impacts based on data derived 
from implementing the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 14001 
environmental management system certification programme. 
 
These reports are examples of environmental reports that cover resource consumption, 
emissions, and procurement associated with public agencies’ operations.  Similar to 
corporate environmental reports, the focus is on environmental impacts of operations. 
 

                                            
12 Interview with Elvis Au, Assistant Director, Environmental Protection Department, Hong Kong. 
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Sustainable Development Strategy/Policy Reports 
World Summits in 1992, 1997, and 2002 have underlined the urgency of action and the 
need for governments at all levels to develop strategies and policies to catalyse 
sustainable development.  This has translated into numerous reports at the national 
level and at local levels to communicate policies or strategies and demonstrate that 
governments have indeed responded to the challenge.   

 

For example, under amendments to the Auditor General Act in 1995, all government 
departments in Canada were required to prepare sustainable development strategies 
and action plans by 1997 and update them at least every three years.  As such, 
Transport Canada’s Sustainable Development Strategy 2001-2003 defined seven 
strategic challenges (education and awareness of sustainable transportation, tools for 
better decision-making, adoption of sustainable transportation technology, 
environmental management for the operation and lands, air emissions, pollution of 
water and efficient transportation) and specific action commitments against those 
challenges.  These commitments are the basis of the “department’s course of action for 
the next three years” and have been made available in the form of a report to inform 
the public.13 

 
Following the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, the United Kingdom’s Prime Minister urged 
local agencies to come up with Local Agenda 21 strategies by the year 2000.  In 
addition, the Local Government Act 2000 “requires local authorities to prepare 
community strategies setting out how they intend to promote their area’s economic, 
social and environmental well being and contribute to the sustainable development of 
the UK”.14  The Southampton City Council produced a series of City Strategy working 
papers in 2000, which comprises of 18 working papers covering different topics, such 
as sustainability, safety, transportation, and heath of the city as a whole.  These papers 
envision how the city will evolve over the next 20 years, and present the current 
conditions, challenges and goals.  This visioning has enabled the City to begin 

                                            
13 Transport Canada, Sustainable Development Strategy 2001-2003, 2001, page 3. 
14 Welsh Local Government Association, Towards Sustainable Communities: A Stocktake of Local Authority Action 
to Promote Sustainable Development, 2002, page 9,  
http://www.wlga.gov.uk/publications/1996-2002/0203sustreport-english.pdf 
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engaging with citizens to work towards achieving the common goal of sustainable 
development.15 

 
Sustainable development strategy/policy reports typically do not focus on internal 
performance or impacts, but instead are general communication tools about 
government goals and priorities.  They typically outline policies, but do not always 
attempt to provide a balanced assessment of their effectiveness or demonstrate 
achievements towards goals, this may be due to the complexity of such assessments. 

 

State of the Environment Reports 
State of the environment reports have been widely published since the early 1970s.  
Their purpose is to “generally aggregate and summarize data on the development of 
society and its pressures on the environment, environmental issues, and responses to 
reduce environmental problems such as legislation and national environmental 
strategies”.16 

 

State of the environment reports can take a variety of different approaches to 
measuring and reporting.  An example at the national level is a state of the 
environment report published by the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources 
in Mexico.  The report Informe de la Situación del Medio Ambiente en México 2002 
analysed issues and changes related to subjects such as population, vegetation and land 
use, soils, water, air, biodiversity, and wildlife habitats.  A second example - the 
National State of Environment Report of South Africa published by Department of 
Environmental Affairs and Tourism - used indicators extensively in its report.  The 
report covers physical environment (indicators on climate and atmospheric change, 
terrestrial ecosystems, freshwater resources, marine and coastal systems) as well as 
social dimensions (indicators on demographics, poverty, health issues, fuel usage, 
crime, etc.,), economic dimensions (indicators on GDP, inflation, income distribution, 
etc.,) and political dimensions (indicators on budget allocation, donor agencies, and 
resources allocated for environmental research). 

 

                                            
15 Interview with Dennis Gamblin, City of Southampton, United Kingdom; Southampton City Strategy - The 
Renaissance of the City, 2000, http://www.southampton.gov.uk/citylife/city_strategy/imagine_southampton.htm 
16 Cash, Cantu, and Crutchfield-Raum, page 4. 
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This type of reporting is not limited to any one part of the world.  In Japan, Mie 
Prefecture has published a report titled 2002 Environmental White Paper: The 
Environment of Mie Prefecture, which provides an overview of the state of the 
environment, the strategies and policies of the government, and progress made.  The 
report includes the topics: waste, atmospheric environment, noise, vibration and 
offensive odours, water environment, natural environment, forest preservation, 
environmental education and study. 

 

In some parts of the world, preparation of reports on the state of the environment is 
viewed as a mandatory component of public sector accountability even below the 
national level.  For examples, some states in Australia (New South Wales, Australian 
Capital Territory, Tasmania, Queensland and South Australia) have legislation 
requiring the preparation of state of the environment reports.  In the case of New South 
Wales, local agencies are required by the Local Government Act 1993 to produce state 
of the environment reports.  For example, the City of Lake Macquarie in New South 
Wales produced a report in 2003 that covered topics such as land, air, water, 
biodiversity, waste, noise, and heritage.  Reporting is considered a component of 
environmental management systems, and is meant to provide communities with 
information that will allow them to better understand their environment and human 
impacts on it. 

 

The primary difference between state of the environment reports and environmental 
reports as discussed in the previous section is that state of the environment reports do 
not inform how the public agency’s own operations affect the environment.  In 
addition, state of the environment reports frequently choose metrics that may not be 
directly compatible with the standard measures used for organisational performance. 

 
Sustainability Indicators/Index Reports 
Efforts to develop policies and strategies have been paralleled by a broad-based 
movement dating back several decades to measure environmental sustainability and 
social development.  Sustainability indicators are often used as tools to measure 
progress at all levels, and focus on external economic, environmental, and social 
conditions such as literacy rates, air quality, and infant mortality.  Public agencies at 
different levels (global, regional, national, local) have been involved in creating 
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indicators, especially following the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, which have increasingly 
fallen under the rubric of “sustainability indicators” in recent years.  In addition, a 
number of multilateral agencies such as the United Nations and the World Bank have 
also developed sets of indicators for voluntary use by countries. 

 

One example of a set of sustainability indicators is the “Indicators of Sustainable 
Community” created by the Sustainable Seattle Network.  The development of these 
indicators began in early 1990s, and involved active civic participation from the local 
community in the area of the City of Seattle in the United States.  The collection 
consists of 40 indicators divided into five categories (population and resources, youth 
and education, health and communities, economy and environment) and is meant to 
measure the long-term sustainability of the City of Seattle.17 

 

The set of European Common Indicators (ECI) is another example.  ECI is an initiative 
that aims to monitor local sustainability in the European context.  Ten indicators with 
emphasis on environmental and social dimensions (e.g., citizen’s satisfaction in the 
local community) have been selected and pilot-tested to discover how well they 
monitor progress towards sustainability and facilitate comparison with other European 
local agencies.18  These indicators are meant to guide assessments of the 
“sustainability” or “quality of life” in the implementing areas and allow for comparison 
between cities. 

 

In addition to activities by local governments, central governments also issue annual 
reports on the progress made as nation as a whole.  The 2002 UK government report, 
Achieving a Better Quality of Life, published by the Department for Environment, 
Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA), is one example.  This report provides an overview of 
the UK initiatives on achieving goals set in the government’s 1999 report, A Better 
Quality of Life in which 15 “Headline Indicators” were defined.  The UK government 
has committed to report against those indicators, covering economic (economic output, 
investment, employment), social (poverty and social exclusion, education, health, 

                                            
17 Sustainable Seattle, 40 Indicators, 1998 Indicators of Sustainable Community Report, 
http://www.sustainableseattle.org/Publications/listindicators.shtml 
18 Ambiente Italia Research Institute, Final Project Report: Development, Refinement, Management and Evaluation 
of European Common Indicators (ECI), 2003.  
http://www.sustainable-cities.org/indicators/ECI%20Final%20Report.pdf 
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housing conditions, crime, robbery) and environment (climate change, air quality, road 
traffic, river water quality, wildlife, land use, waste) dimensions. 

 
As a whole, sustainability indicators are useful as articulations of goals and priorities 
for a given geographic area.  They are often produced by public agencies since they 
relate to the public goods that are the responsibility of the government and the focus of 
policies.  However, they do not represent “performance measures” of any single sector 
since they typically reflect conditions that are beyond the direct control of any one 
actor.  Rather, they are an important piece of the context within which individual 
organisations discuss their own performance and plot their path, particularly as part of 
the commitment to pursue joint solutions to enhance sustainability. 
 
Sustainability/Triple Bottom Line Reports 
Sustainability reporting is a vehicle to assess the economic, environmental, and social 
impacts of the organisation’s operations, products, and services, and its overall 
contribution to sustainable development.  While firmly based in operational 
performance reporting, it combines elements of each of the previously mentioned types 
of reports by linking operational performance to the agency’s vision and strategy.  
Sustainability reports aim to provide a holistic view of performance incorporating all 
the elements of the triple bottom line.  The GRI is the only global, multi-stakeholder 
framework for sustainability reporting, although national reporting guidelines of 
various types also exist. 
 

For companies operating in Europe, North America, and parts of Asia, sustainability 
reporting has evolved as a natural progression from environmental reporting, and this 
has been mirrored to some degree within the public sector in those regions as well.19  
For agencies such as NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency and HM Prison Service in 
the United Kingdom, the shift from environmental reports to sustainability reports was 
part of an effort to align with the national sustainable development strategy. 

 

In its third year of environmental reporting (2002/2003), the NHS Purchasing and 
Supply Agency, an Executive Agency of the Department of Health, expanded its report 

                                            
19 The opposite trend is often true in global south or developing countries where social and economic issues are 
most pressing, reporting on these sometimes develops first, followed by an expansion to include environmental 
aspects in more experienced reporting organisations. 
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from environmental performance to cover economic and social performance by 
including GRI indicators for each of the three categories.  It is now a web-only report 
and includes: Chief Executive’s statement, environmental strategy, internal operations 
(electricity/gas/water/paper consumption, energy efficiency, waste, CO2 emissions, 
travel and commute), environmental purchasing, supply chain management, and 
procurement.  The report resembles a corporate environmental report as it includes 
some raw data to show performance over time for topics such as energy consumption. 

 
In a relatively young field of reporting on sustainability by public agencies, this type of 
reporting is the newest.  However, for agencies responsible for significant estates or 
government resources, it is increasingly seen as being part of routine organisational 
strategy and management. 
 
 
Summary 
In summary, the current state of reporting the public sector is a complex mixture of 
disclosures and reporting on operations, policies, strategies, and the actual economic, 
environmental, and social conditions of an area.  Most reports have a specific focus on 
one aspect, such as departmental sustainability strategies.  As they currently stand, 
reports neither individually nor in combination provide a holistic overview of the 
agency's sustainability performance.  The result is a gap that manifests itself in several 
ways for those interested in specifically understanding the sustainability performance 
of a public agency. 
 
First, there is still incomplete coverage of the impacts of the operations of public 
agencies, which can be quite substantial in some cases.  Moves to broaden the 
accountability focus of annual reporting have made some progress in these areas, but it 
is not yet systematic worldwide or even countrywide. 
 
Second, agencies currently do not apply a common framework for their sustainability 
reports nor is there an overall framework for linking various types of information 
found in current reports.  Annual reports, policy reports, and state of the environment 
reports are framed as individual elements, not in the context of a broader framework.  
This results in inconsistent approaches to reporting.  A potential value-added in 
sustainability reporting lies in providing a vehicle for consolidating certain types of 
performance information and presenting it in a manner that enables it to work in a 
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structured and synergistic manner with disclosures of other types to provide a 
comprehensive picture of an agency’s performance. 
 
Lastly, it is worth noting that there are no reporting styles geared specifically to assist 
in managing and integrating sustainability performance into regular agency operations.  
Reporting offers a communication tool, but, in its best form, also serves as a vehicle 
for incorporating stakeholder perspectives into internal processes for setting goals and 
targets.  Common reporting frameworks also assist in the management function by 
incorporating goals and objectives set at a broader international level into the 
consideration of internal management processes. 
 
The next part of this paper will look more specifically at what sustainability/triple 
bottom line reporting in practice means for public agencies. 
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PART III. SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR 
 
The remaining two parts of this Resource Document look specifically at 
sustainability/triple bottom line reporting and the experiences of public agencies in 
practicing it.  The motivation to engage in sustainability reporting varies by agency, 
and in some cases related to the specific nature of the agency.  However, certain 
common themes began to emerge over the course of the research period, and it was 
discovered that many of the benefits of reporting were generally consistent with the 
benefits cited by the private sector. 
 

Incentives for Producing a Sustainability Report 
Specific motivations for individual agencies to report varied, however, a handful of 
reasons consistently appeared.  These included: 

 

• To reinforce organisational commitments and demonstrates progress:  
As noted earlier, many central governments have sustainable development 
strategies, which often include specific goals and activities related to operational 
impact.  Public agencies view reporting as a tool to measure progress, reinforce 
commitments to strategies, and demonstrate accountability to the public.  Further, 
public disclosure helps create internal pressure to make progress while also 
demonstrating to other public agencies how the agency is applying its resources 
and delivering results. 

 

Referring to environmental reporting in the public sector in its 1999 report, the 
Environmental Audit Committee of the UK Parliament noted the value of reporting 
“as a means of reinforcing commitment to an agenda and enabling Parliament and 
others to hold those responsible to account”.20 

 
In Canada, the Office of the Auditor General has seen reporting as an internal 
management tool for federal government agencies to pursue greening of 
government operations:  

 
                                            
20 Environmental Audit Committee, United Kingdom, Select Committee on Environmental Audit Sixth Report: The 
Greening Government Initiative 1999, 1999. 
http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm199899/cmselect/cmenvaud/426/42606.htm 
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“Reporting is an important part of accountability and is the vehicle for presenting 
the results that have been achieved.  An objective and balanced performance report 
is needed to enable decision makers to ensure that greening of government 
operations is focused, on schedule, and moving toward the goal of sustainable 
development.  An aggregate report is needed for parliamentarians to use as a 
yardstick for measuring government-wide progress.”21 

 
• To integrate sustainability into operations:  

Public officials, just as their counterparts in the private sector, see the reporting 
process as an effective tool to help them integrate sustainability into their 
operations.  Reporting helps review and re-organise internal operations, and to 
think in-depth about the role of sustainable development in day-to-day operations.  
It is used as a tool to encourage a more holistic view within the organisation using 
internal dialogue and subsequent public commitments to focus staff on key 
organisational priorities associated with sustainability. 

 
• To serve as a role model:  

Some public agencies have started reporting in order to show that they “walk the 
talk,” and are making an effort to serve as a role model for other agencies and the 
private sector.  The UK Environmental Agency noted: 

 
“We need to demonstrate, clearly and convincingly, that our own house is in order 
if we are to influence others to adopt more sustainable lifestyles and business 
practices”.22 

 
The EPD in Hong Kong views their own environmental performance reporting as 
important for setting an example for other governmental departments and the 
private sector.  In addition to setting an example among peers within the private 
sector in its home jurisdiction, the EPD in Hong Kong gained recognition 
internationally.   

 

                                            
21 Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development, Canada, Greening Government Operations: 
When Will the Government Measure Up? In 2000 Report of the Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable 
Development, 2000, http://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/domino/reports.nsf/html/c002ce.html 
22 Environment Agency, United Kingdom, Annual Environmental Report 2002/03, 2003, page 5.  
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• To facilitate public participation in government:  
Reporting can facilitate active communication between elected officials and 
citizens about the best way for an agency to improve its sustainability performance.  
Stakeholder dialogue during the preparation of a report and subsequent follow up 
can establish a permanent, focused, and transparent system for communication 
between parties. 

 
In Italy, where local authorities have been active in producing social reports, 
reporting is used as a tool to facilitate dialogue with citizens, local associations, 
and interest groups.  As such, reporting agencies often identify different audiences 
and customise reports for each group.  For example, the Municipality of Venice 
allocated separate chapters for different stakeholders in their social report, and the 
Municipality of Ferrara has divided the content of its State of the Environment 
report into sections geared for three different stakeholders: policy-
makers/politicians, technical partners and citizens.  In some cases, for example in 
the Municipality of Copparo, reports are viewed as something beyond a simple 
obligation towards transparency and stakeholder engagement, and more as a 
community management tool.23 

 
Tools Public Agencies Use for Reporting 
At the moment, there are very few guidelines designed exclusively to assist public 
agencies in developing sustainability reports.  The Hong Kong EPD has produced 
guidance for public agencies to develop 
environmental reports and the State of 
Victoria in Australia has issued guidance on 
office-based environmental impacts.  
However, GRI is the only international 
reporting framework for organisational 
sustainability/triple bottom line performance 
that is designed to be applicable for public 
agencies.  Several public agencies have 
successfully used the GRI Guidelines 
already (see Box 3). 
 

                                            
23 Interview with Ilaria Lenzi, Fondazione Eni Enrico Mattei, and Beatrice Nazzari, Comune di Venezia, Italy.  

Box 3
Early GRI Reporters in the Public Sector 
 
• Ministry for the Environment,  

New Zealand 
 

• NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency, 
the United Kingdom 
 

• Department of Family and Community 
Services (FaCS), Australia 
 

• Architectural Services Department, 
Hong Kong SAR, China 
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Public agencies often draw on other sustainability management tools to identify inputs 
for reporting.  For example, there are public agencies at all levels implementing tools 
such as ISO 14001 or EMAS management systems that typically help identify 
significant impacts.  Particularly at the local government level, there are a number of 
other tools are being developed to assist public agencies in sustainability planning and 
goal setting.  The previously mentioned ECI project is one example.  In Europe, other 
examples include environmental budgeting/accounting projects such as ecoBUDGET 
(a project of International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives-Europe), and an 
initiative implemented by a group of Italian local authorities known as CLEAR (City 
and Local Environmental Accounting and Reporting).24  
 
Some environmental and sustainability reports, such as those of the UK Environmental 
Agency and FaCS were externally verified.  In the private sector, companies are 
increasingly undergoing an assurance process associated with their sustainability 
reports as one way to increase credibility and accuracy. 
 
Audiences for Public Agency Reports  
In general, reports from public agencies do not offer detailed explanations of their 
target audiences.  A study of Hong Kong public agency reports found that most reports 
“did not identify their target audiences or indicate that their views had been 
considered” which seems to be representative of the general trend.25  However, there 
are a few reports that have clearly identified their stakeholders, such as the reports 
from the Ministry for the Environment in New Zealand and the NHS Purchasing and 
Supply Agency in the United Kingdom. 

 

In general, it seems that reports are written for both internal and external audiences, 
which include: 

• Legislative bodies such as Parliaments; 
• Other government agencies;  
• Staff in the agency;  

                                            
24 For further information on ECI, see section on Sustainability Indicators/Index Report in Part II.  Information on 
ecoBudget is available at http://www.ecobudget.com/emp/envbud.html and CLEAR at  
http://www.clear-life.it/CLEARen/01project.htm 
25 Copeland Chiu, A., Coppell, L. and Li, D., Report Summary, The State of Environmental, Social and 
Sustainability Reporting in Hong Kong, ACCA, 2002, 
http://www.accaglobal.com/pdfs/environment/other/tech-erh-sum.pdf 
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• Citizens (residents/taxpayers);  
• Communities within the government’s jurisdiction; 
• Contractors and suppliers; and 
• International organisations. 

 
Of the various audiences listed above, local authorities often see local communities to 
be their primary audience, along with suppliers and service providers, higher levels of 
government (particularly those providing funding), and other local governments for 
benchmarking purposes.  

 
Benefits of Sustainability Reporting 
Public agencies that have experimented with sustainability reporting identified a 
number of benefits.  Many of these benefits are consistent with those cited by private 
sector organisations and relate to the internal advantages that result from using 
reporting as a management tool as well as a communication tool.  Examples of benefits 
cited include: 
 
• Improved operational efficiency: The process of data collection stimulates more 

systematic analysis of performance and can often result in significant changes to 
internal processes.  According to the City of Melbourne in Australia, triple bottom 
line reporting led to changes in departmental processes, particularly in the way data 
was collected and performance was analysed.  Data tells a story that mangers can 
then analyse and use to help determine priorities.26  
 

• Increased environmental/social awareness: Employees within agencies typically 
focus on their core duties and have little awareness of agency goals and 
expectations around sustainability.  Reporting establishes new lines of 
communication within the agency and highlights organisational commitment to 
goals.  Such changes also enhance employee morale.  
 

• Ability to approach business partners on a similar level: Reporting establishes 
grounds in which both the public sector and private sector see sustainability as a 
shared responsibility.  Reporting agencies can gain insight into the challenges and 
opportunities related to any disclosure policies that they promote for industries 

                                            
26 Interview with Dr. Robyn Leeson, Manager, Environmentally Sustainable Development, City of Melbourne, 
Australia. 
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through own practical reporting experiences.  This adds credibility to their 
disclosure policies. 
 

• Enhanced intra-governmental co-operation: Reporting serves to expand the 
perspective of each public agency so to help build awareness around linkages 
between their mission and activities and those of other agencies.  Reporting can 
be a tool that helps establish dialogue and creates better co-operative relationships 
in achieving the common goal of sustainable development.  
 

• Improved public image: Some agencies view reporting as one vehicle that can 
help them create a better public image.  NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency 
“received positive feedback from...nationally contracted suppliers and from NHS 
trusts … the report has proven to be a valuable tool for promoting the 
environmental work of the Agency at conferences, seminars and training 
events”.27  

                                            
27 NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency, United Kingdom, Environmental Report 2001/2, 2002, page 4. 
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PART IV. APPLYING THE GRI GUIDELINES TO PUBLIC SECTOR 
REPORTING 
 
As noted already, the first group of public agencies using the GRI Guidelines have 
already emerged.  While some adaptations are needed, practical experience 
demonstrates that the Guidelines can be effectively applied by public sector 
organisations.  The basic components of sustainability impacts associated with 
operating a facility or delivering a service – resource consumption, waste generation, 
building human capital, labour practices, etc. – remain the same regardless of whether 
the organisation is public or private.  While there is variability in the manner in which 
organisations are structured and relative materiality of issues, there is a basis for 
common reporting.  

 

According to the findings from a study completed in 2001 by the Association of 
Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA), “the GRI Guidelines could be relatively 
easily adapted to meet the core sustainability reporting needs of most public sector 
entities” and that public agencies in the United Kingdom already seemed to have much 
of the data needed for sustainability reporting available internally.28  A study by Cash, 
Cantu and Crutchfield-Raum, also published in 2001, found that most government 
reports they reviewed used indicators similar to those found in the GRI Guidelines and 
most corporate reports.29 

 

This section reviews issues related to applying the GRI framework in the context of 
reporting by public agencies.  The section does not differentiate between national and 
local public agencies.  Although details of governance structure and reported 
information will vary, GRI’s research to-date suggests that the range of activities and 
operations managed by the agency are more important for defining the nature and 
extent of impacts than the relative level of government. 

 

                                            
28 ACCA, GRIP - A Project to Examine the Feasibility of Applying the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines to Government Departments, 2001, page 11. 
29 Cash, Cantu and Crutchfield-Raum, page 8-9. 

 



A Resource Document in Support of the Public Agency Sector Supplement Project 

January 2004 30  © GRI (2004)  

Overarching Issues 
The Guidelines appear to be generally applicable to the public sector.  The following 
section outlines issues that may require further consideration for the working group, 
but do not necessarily pertain to a single section or set of text in the Guidelines. 
 
• Terminology: There are a handful of terms used in various disclosures and 

indicators in Part C of the Guidelines that are mostly, but not exclusively, used for 
the private sector.30  There may be immediately obvious terms from the public 
sector that correspond to these, but the supplement working group will need to 
consider a way to systematically identify them and recommend the equivalent term 
or concept for the public sector.  

 

• Organisational Purpose: Public agencies are established to perform a range of 
public functions and services, and mission statements are typically framed in these 
terms.  The private sector, on the other hand, primarily focuses on making profits 
and delivering results to shareholders.  This difference does not change the nature 
of organisational impacts, but does create a different frame of reference and 
relevant goals for a report.  This would be reflected in the organisation’s vision and 
strategy statement (Part C, Section 1 in the Guidelines), and may also link to any 
indicators that have been adopted regarding to specific targets set by the agency. 

 

• Policy: Defining a practical approach to reporting on indirect impacts of one of the 
primary products of government – public policy – represents a major technical 
challenge as well as a practical one.  It is not possible to definitively link specific 
outcomes solely to government policies.  In addition, sustainability reports are not 
a primary forum for debating the merits of individual policies, particularly given 
that formal legislative processes exist and volumes can be written to assess the 
impacts and costs/benefits of a single policy or set of policies. 
 
Therefore, the key question is to decide what, if anything, should be said about 
policy in the context of sustainability reporting.  Examples of possible approaches 
to policy in sustainability reports could include reporting on the processes 
underlying policy-making or reporting on overall progress in the implementation of 

                                            
30 The Part C of the Guidelines specifies the content of a GRI-based report.  It is comprised of five sections: Vision 
and Strategy, Profile, Governance Structure and Management Systems, GRI Content Index, and Performance 
Indicators (Economic, Environmental, and Social).   



A Resource Document in Support of the Public Agency Sector Supplement Project 

January 2004 31  © GRI (2004)  

national policies.  This information could also be placed in the context of the vision 
and strategy statement of the agency, which might draw on some of the key 
economic, environmental, or social condition indicators (i.e., the types of measures 
used in state of the environment reports) used by the government to measure 
progress towards national or international objectives. 
 
Over time, sustainability reporting can and should contribute to a better 
understanding of the relationship between policy decisions and sustainability 
outcomes, but it will require a phased approach to match the evolution of the field.  
As a starting point, the supplement will likely need to focus primarily on 
operational impacts with consideration of policies in a limited manner. 

 

• Reporting Boundaries: While seemingly complex at the outset, reporting 
boundaries in the public sector are in reality no more complex than in the private 
sector.  Public agencies own and operate multiple facilities with diverse impacts, 
but the same rules (or variations thereof) that apply to multinationals in setting 
boundaries in terms of subsidiaries, joint ventures, and other related units can apply 
to public agencies. 
 
A more complex area perhaps lies in purchasing/procurement and general supply 
chain issues.  In the case of public agencies, green procurement may be particularly 
significant given the percentage of GDP that is often linked to government 
purchases31.  However, supply chain issues are both a combination of boundary 
issues and the broader question of how to report on indirect impacts (both 
discussed above).  It should be noted that GRI has a separate, yet concurrent, 
working group underway developing guidance on setting reporting boundaries.32 

 

Specific Aspects 
This section outlines topics that pertain to specific guidance within the Guidelines.  On 
the whole, the Guidelines appear to be generally applicable to the public sector, 
although there are areas that may require further commentary or indicators by the 
working group.  The following section presents an initial assessment of such areas. 

                                            
31 A report from the OECD indicates an average of five percent of total GDP is spent on procurement. 
See footnote 4.  
32 For more on GRI Boundaries Working Group see: 
http://www.globalreporting.org/guidelines/protocols/boundaries.asp 
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Disclosures: Part C, Sections 1-3 of the Guidelines: 
These remain broadly relevant for public agencies.  Some modifications may be 
needed to replace references to certain codes and tools designed for the private sector 
with references to the laws or other tools that provide similar reference points for 
public agencies.  The GRI Board of Directors’ policy on citations in guidance 
document requires that any cited tools be: 1) designed through a multi-stakeholder 
process; 2) global in nature; and 3) preferably supported by international institutions 
with a representative nature (such as the United Nations).  Further thinking is needed 
on the areas of organisational profile, stakeholder engagement, and governance, and 
the section below provides initial thoughts.  
 

• Organisational profile: The Guidelines include several items that are specifically 
relevant to the private sector, including net sales and market capitalisation.  
Alternatives could include total budget, total expenditures, or other measures.  It is 
also important to note the agency’s specific role within the government in the 
Profile (Part C, Section 2 in the Guidelines). 

 

• Stakeholder engagement: When considered in the context of deploying public 
infrastructure or providing services, stakeholder engagement questions posed to 
public agencies may be substantially similar to those faced by businesses seeking 
to establish new facilities.  Taken in a broader context, stakeholder engagement for 
public agencies, particularly those comprising elected officials such as legislatures, 
may also contain an element of public participation. 

 

• Governance and management systems: At its most basic, governance is about the 
pathways by which major decisions about the institution are made.  A number of 
the questions on governance in the Guidelines (disclosures 3.1-3.8) relate to 
structures often used in the private sector (i.e., Board of Directors).  As such, the 
working group will need to consider appropriate disclosures on governance for 
public agencies. 
 
In developing governance disclosures, the working group should consider defining 
the focus of governance with respect to the public sector.  Internal governance of 
an agency may be covered through relatively simple modifications to existing 
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disclosures in the Guidelines.  A more complex question is the degree to which 
reporting should explain governance over the policy-making process, particularly 
as it involves other layers of government.  For some of their activities public 
agencies may be directly supervised by other agencies or legislative bodies.  
Similarly, it may be appropriate to include a disclosure regarding the range of 
public agencies underneath or subject to the reporting entity’s supervision. 
 
A sustainability report is not a vehicle designed to describe government rule-
making processes in any significant detail since other tools exist for this function.  
The working group will need to consider whether a limited amount of this 
information may be relevant for reporting on the agency’s governance structure.  
Also, it may also be worthwhile to discuss the necessity for sustainability reports to 
address these items if they are already described in annual reports. 
 
Disclosures relating to use of management systems may not require detailed review 
as they relate to systems purely internal to the organisation.  The basic questions 
regarding management systems do not change substantively between private and 
public sector and there are many examples of public agencies adopting the same 
management tools (i.e., ISO 14001) as currently used in the private sector. 

 

Performance Indicators Part C, Section 5 of the Guidelines 
The environmental and social indicators contained in the Guidelines can be applied by 
most agencies, although, as with the private sector, agencies may choose not to use all 
of them. 

 

The GRI economic indicators will require careful review during the development of 
the Public Agency Sector Supplement.  The current indicators use a vocabulary and a 
conceptual framework that are specifically relevant to profit-seeking organisations 
supported by private investors.  While government agencies do secure funds from 
private investors in the form of bonds, their basic process for securing and allocating 
funds is fundamentally different from the private sector. 
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Topics Specific to the Public Sector Not Covered in the Guidelines 
During the course of research, certain topics were identified which are specifically 
relevant to public sector organisations, but are not currently captured in the Guidelines 
or appear in a manner not appropriate for the public sector.  The working group will 
have to prioritise the development of new indicators for the most applicable and 
pertinent of these. 

 

Items not covered in the Guidelines include: 

• Relevant government policies/requirements on reporting 
• Administrative efficiency 
• Infrastructure maintenance 
• Public participation 
• Corruption 
• Efficiency of implementation of laws and regulations 
• Public procurement or “green/sustainable procurement” (note: supply chain 

management is covered in the Guidelines, however, given the prominence of 
this issue in the public sector, it may require further attention). 
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PART V. TASKS AHEAD 
 
Early experience shows that the GRI framework can be applied to public sector agency 
sustainability reporting.  It will be the task of the working group to develop a Sector 
Supplement that both provides commentary on sections such as the economic 
indicators and identifies any issues that are not adequately covered.  The working 

roup will have to identify key issues for government reporting, map them against the 
Guidelines, and either offer comments or develop new indicators.  In addition, the 

e needed. 
 
The overall objective of GRI is to ensure a generally-accepted reporting framework 
tha r f all types of organisations.  The multi-stakeholder 
process behind GRI’s reporting framework development is the source of its credibility 
and relevance to reporting organisations.  As public agencies are increasingly called 
upo o ability perspective, this 
rep i
their di
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The GRI Secretariat invites any feedback on this Resource Document.  It will be 
utilised throughout the process of developing the pilot version of the supplement 
scheduled for public comment in July 2004. 
 
Kindly send any comments to: 
Naoko Kubo kubo@globalreporting.org

g

Supplement will contain other guidance wher

t se ves the transparency needs o

n t  account for their actions and operations from a sustain
ort ng tool will help provide a vehicle for communication between agencies and 

verse audiences.  
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APPENDIX I. GRI REPORTING FRAMEWORK 

The GRI portfolio of reporting documents comprises of two parts (see figure below):33  

Reporting Framework 

• 2002 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines: The Guidelines represent the 
foundation upon which all other GRI reporting documents are based, and 
outline core content that is broadly relevant to all organisations regardless of 
size, sector, or location.  All organisations seeking to report using the GRI 
framework should use the Guidelines as the basis for their report, supported by 
other GRI documents as applicable. 

• Technical Protocols: To assist users in applying the Guidelines, GRI is 
developing technical protocols on indicator measurement.  Each protocol 
addresses a specific indicator (e.g., energy use, child labour) by providing 
detailed definitions, procedures, formulae and references to ensure consistency 
across reports.  Over time, most of the indicators in the GRI Guidelines will be 
supported by a specific technical protocol. 

• Sector Supplements: GRI recognises the limits of a one-size-fits-all approach 
and the importance of capturing the unique set of sustainability issues faced by 
different industry sectors (e.g., mining, automotive, banking).  To address this 
need, GRI is developing Sector Supplements through multi-stakeholder 
processes for use with the standard Guidelines.  Supplements are intended to 
add to, but not replace, the Guidelines. 

Supporting Documents  

• Issue Guidance Documents: GRI expects to develop issue-specific guidance 
documents on topics such as “diversity” or “productivity” to provide reporting 
organisations with additional models for presenting and organising the 
information in the Guidelines and Sector Supplements.  

• Resource Documents: Resource Documents provide additional information or 
examples on specific topics of frequent interest to GRI users.  This includes 
topics, such as HIV/AIDS, where some reporters have a strong interest in 
disclosures beyond the material captured in the Guidelines, or it may include 

                                            
33 Global Reporting Initiative, GRI Reporting Framework,  
http://www.globalreporting.org/guidelines/framework.asp 
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support for specific user-groups seeking to apply the GRI reporting framework 
to their organisations. Resource documents are a source of additional ideas, 
expertise, and knowledge to inspire both individual users and future GRI 
working groups. 

 

Figure 2: GRI Portfolio of Documents 
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APPENDIX II. EXAMPLES OF PUBLIC AGENCY GRI REPORTS 
 
NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency (NHS PASA), United Kingdom, and the 
Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS), Australia, are 
two examples of public agencies that referenced the GRI Guidelines and included 
content indexes indicating GRI indicators used in their reports.34  The following is a 
summary table of GRI indicators included in their reports. 
 

GRI Indicators 
GRI 

Category Aspect Topic 

Core Additional 

NHS 
PASA 

FaCS 

Economic       
 Customers Net sales EC1  √  
  Geographical 

breakdown of 
markets 

EC2  √  

 Suppliers Cost of all goods, 
materials and 
services purchased 

EC3  √ √ 

  Percentage of 
contracts paid in 
accordance with 
agreed terms 

EC4 
 

 √ √ 

  Supplier breakdown 
by organisation and 
country 

 EC11  √ 

 Employees Total payroll and 
benefits 

EC5  √ √ 

Environmental       
 Materials Total materials use 

other than water by 
type 

EN1  
 

 √ √ 

  Percentage of 
materials used that 
are from external 
wastes  

EN2  √  

 Energy Direct energy use 
segmented by 
primary source 
 

EN3  
 

 √ √ 

  Initiatives to use 
renewable sources 
and to increase 
energy efficiency 

EN17  √  

  Other indirect energy 
use and implications 

EN19  √  

                                            
34 NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency, United Kingdom, Environmental Report 2002/3—Towards Sustainability, 
http://www.pasa.nhs.uk/sustainabledevelopment/2003/, Commonwealth Department of Family and Community 
Services, Australia, Triple bottom line report: Our Commitment To Social, Environmental And Economic 
Performance, http://www.facs.gov.au/tblreport_2002-03/index.htm 
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GRI Indicators 
GRI 

Category Aspect Topic 

Core Additional 

NHS 
PASA 

FaCS 

Environmental 
(continued) 

      

 Water Total water use EN5  √ √ 
 Biodiversity Location and size of 

land owned, leased, 
or managed in 
biodiversity-rich 
habitats 

EN6  
 

 √  

 Emissions, 
effluents, 
waste 

Greenhouse gas 
emissions 
 

EN8 
  

 √ √ 

  Total amount of 
waste by type and 
destination 

EN11  √ √ 

  Significant 
discharges to water 
by type 

EN12  √  

  Significant spills of 
chemicals, oils, and 
fuels 

EN13  √  

 Suppliers Performance of 
suppliers relative to 
environmental 
components of 
programmes and  

EN33  √  

 Products and 
services 

Significant 
environmental 
impacts of principal 
products and services 

EN14  √  

 Compliance Incidents of and fines 
for non-compliance  
with regulations  

EN16  √  

 Transport Significant 
environmental 
impacts of 
transportation  

EN34  √  

Social        
Labour 
practices and 
decent work 

Employment Breakdown of 
workforce 

LA1 
 

 √ √ 

  Employment net 
creation and average 
turnover 

LA2   √ 

  Employee benefits 
beyond those 
mandated 

 LA12 √ √ 
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GRI Indicators 
GRI 

Category Aspect Topic 

Core Additional 

NHS 
PASA 

FaCS 

Social  
(continued) 

      

 Labour/manag
ement 
relations 

Percentage of 
employees 
represented by 
independent trade 
unions 

LA3  √  

 Training and 
management 
relations 

Training and 
education/manageme
nt relations 

LA4  √  

 Health and 
safety 

Practices with 
relation to 
occupational 
accidents and 
diseases 

LA5  √  

  Standard injury, lost 
day, absentee rates, 
work related fatalities 

LA7   √ 

  Compliance with the 
ILO Guidelines for 
occupational health 

 LA14 √  

 Training and 
education 

Average hours 
training per year per 
employee 

LA9  √ √ 

  Existence of 
programmes to 
support employment 
for employees 

 LA16  √ 

 Diversity and 
opportunity 

Equal opportunity 
policies and 
programmes 

LA10  √ √ 

  Composition of 
senior management 
and corporate 
governance bodies 

LA11  √ √ 

Human rights Disciplinary 
practices 

Description of 
appeals practices  

HR9  √  

  Grievance procedures  HR10 √  
 Indigenous 

rights 
Policies, guidelines, 
and procedures to 
address the needs of 
indigenous people 

 HR 12  √ 

Society Community Policies to manage 
impact on 
communities affected 
by organisation’s 
activities 

SO1   √ 
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Note: FaCS reported environmental and social performance using GRI indicators that 
have been adapted to Australian context (included in A Guide to Reporting Against 
Environmental Indicators developed by the Department of Environment and Heritage, 
Australia, and A Guide to Reporting Against Social Indicators developed by FaCS, 
respectively).  Economic performance was reported using indicators taken directly 
from the GRI Guidelines. 
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APPENDIX III. REPORTS REVIEWED  
 
The following are reports reviewed in Part II of this Resource Document. 
 
City of Lake Macquarie, Australia, State of the Environment Report 2003.  
http://www.lakemac.com.au/files/SOE/SOE2003.pdf 
 
City of Sendai, Japan, Environment of Sendai City: 2001 Performance Report. 
http://www.city.sendai.jp/kankyou/kanri/ecoplan01/index.html 
 
Companies House, United Kingdom, Laying Foundations, Driving the Future: Annual 
Report & Accounts 2002-2003. 
http://www.companies-house.gov.uk/about/pdf/annrep20023.pdf 
 
Department of Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, United Kingdom, Achieving a 
Better Quality of Life: Review of Progress Towards Sustainable Development - 
Government Annual Report 2002.  
http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/ar2002/ 
 
Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, South Africa, The National Sate of 
the Environment Report, South Africa.  
http://www.ngo.grida.no/soesa/nsoer/index.htm 
 
Environmental Protection Department, Hong Kong SAR, China, Environmental 
Performance Report 2003. 
http://www.epd.gov.hk/epd/misc/er/er2003/index.html 
 
Environmental Agency, United Kingdom, Annual Environmental Report 2002/03. 
http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/commondata/105385/ea07_env._report_2_571541.pdf 

 
Mie Prefecture, Japan, 2002 Environmental White Paper: The Environment of Mie 
Prefecture. 
http://www.eco.pref.mie.jp/data-syu/hakusho/h14/English/ENGLISH%20index.html 
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Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, Mexico, Informe de la Situación del 
Medio Ambiente en México 2002. 
http://carpetas.semarnat.gob.mx/estadisticas_2000/informe_2000/index.shtml 
 
NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency, United Kingdom, Environmental Report 
2002/3—Towards Sustainability.  
http://www.pasa.nhs.uk/sustainabledevelopment/2003/ 
 
Transport Canada, Canada, Sustainable Development Strategy 2001-2020. 
http://www.tc.gc.ca/programs/environment/sd/strategy0103/final%20SD%20Strategy%20-%20eng.pdf 


