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Introduction 
 
Despite evidence of increased emphasis on 
environmental reporting in Australia, there 
is still a perception among stakeholders that 
Australian companies perform badly in this 
area.  The World Wide Fund for Nature 
(WWF) produces a scorecard for Australian 
mining companies annually.  In 1999, WWF 
found that all of the eleven reports analysed 
had a “significant shortcoming” in that only 
four included any form of external 
verification.  Most reports included an 
environmental policy but little information 
on environmental management processes, 
targets, and community participation (WWF, 
1999). 
 
This study obtains the views of Australian 
and New Zealand companies regarding a 
particular style of environmental report used 
in Europe and the UK. A ‘mock’ 
environmental report was produced based on 
a number of ‘best practice’ examples of 
environmental reporting as indicated by the 
environmental reporting awards in the UK, 
sponsored by the Association of Chartered 
Certified Accountants (ACCA), and in 
Europe (Kreander, 2000). Company 
environmental officers/managers were asked 
to read the report then answer a short survey 
to gauge their reactions. 
The Age/Sydney Morning Herald 
Newspapers also produce a ‘company 

reputation index’ that examined “through 
the perceptions of stakeholders and experts, 
an organisation’s ability to manage activities 
which directly contribute to reputation” (The 
Age, 30 Oct, 2000). The index ranks the top 
100 organisations, from the BRW list of top 
1000 companies, against six elements 
including market position, financial, social 
impact, environmental and employee 
management.  The 2000 results showed a 
perception that the top 100 Australian 
companies perform extremely poorly in 
terms of environmental protection.  In fact, 
“none received a stamp of approval from the 
nation’s key environmental organisations” 
(Batt, 2000). 
 
In New Zealand, while there has been an 
annual environmental award scheme in 
place for some time, participants in the 
scheme are few.  Gilkison and Ensor (1999) 
consider that environmental reporting in 
New Zealand is heading backwards, 
however, some exceptional examples in this 
country suggest that there is a certain level 
of commitment to environmental reporting 
in some sectors.  
 
The sections incorporated into the stylised 
report reflect the major issues that 
stakeholders perceive to be important 
elements of environmental reporting, and 
encompass the major issues covered in most 
other frameworks.  In particular, the setting 
of targets, performance reporting and 
verification are seen as essential minimum 
criteria for any environmental report. 
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Method 
 
A copy of the stylised environmental report 
developed from best practice, along with a 
survey, was mailed to Australia’s largest 
200 companies taken from the BRW Top 
500, and New Zealand’s largest 200 
companies as per Management Magazine’s 
Top 200 companies, at December 1998.  
The report was published and bound in full 
colour and each section in the report 
contained actual report details from various 
UK organisations (with permission).   
 
The elements of the model of environmental 
reporting adopted for the development of the 
mock environmental report include an 
organisational profile (overview of size, 
sites, employees, markets and key 
interactions with the environment); board 
level commitment (CEO Statement); policy 
statement (goals and objectives); targets and 
achievements (covering key environmental 
issues); performance and compliance 
(including successes and failures – 
prosecutions, complaints, physical data, 
financial data); management systems 
(description and key responsibilities); site 
level data (summaries of quantitative and 
qualitative data for each site); and 
Independent verification. 
 
The survey questions included some general 
questions on respondents’ reactions to the 
stylised report; their views on how useful 
and important the report would be for 
stakeholders; and what environmental 
information respondents’ currently report 
on, or plan to report on in the future.  
Finally, some reasons for not reporting were 
investigated.  While the response rate from 
the Australian sample was disappointing 
(only 14%, 34 responses) a total of 57 
responses were received from New Zealand 
companies (29%).   

Results 
 
General Observations on Reporting:  
Of the 27 Australian respondents, 15 (55%) 
either currently issue a separate 
environmental report, or plan to issue one in 
the next three years.  For New Zealand this 
number was 24 of 57 (42%). 
 
Environmental reporting in NZ and 
Australia appears to be developing often as 
part of a combined report along with Health 
and Safety matters.  Separate environmental, 
social, and financial reports appear to be the 
emerging trend in the UK and Europe, 
although few organisations have yet to issue 
separate social reports. “Sustainability” 
reporting and “triple-bottom line” reporting 
are also emerging as buzz words. 
Nonetheless, report issuers should be aware 
that combination EHS reports are not 
necessarily superior to separate 
environmental reports. This will depend 
upon the level of detail they include, their 
completeness (as opposed to selectivity), 
and the extent to which they can fully 
integrate environmental and social (and 
financial performance). It will also depend 
upon the extent to which they are credible. 
Observations to date show that all EHS 
reports produced largely appear with 
completely separate sections for 
environment and health & safety. 
 
For New Zealand Companies, with one 
exception, the level of detail and 
completeness found in the NZ HSE or EHS 
reports, especially regarding environmental 
performance targets and achievements, 
prosecutions and complaints, and the scale 
of resources used from or substances applied 
to the environment, does not match the best 
UK and European practice. Leading practice 
now is to include (engage) stakeholders in 
setting and determining the targets. 
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Global parent reports of New Zealand-based 
subsidiaries provide insufficient (or no) 
reference to the NZ subsidiaries’ 
performance.  In most cases they do not 
contain site-level, and hence subsidiary 
reporting.  One organisation, however, did 
send us a rudimentary supplementary EHS 
report that was provided to the local 
community of its NZ-based subsidiary.  
 
For Australian companies in the resources 
sector, the level of detail and completeness 
is quite well advanced, with most reports 
including targets and resources and a 
number including verification statements.  In 
other industry sectors however, 
environmental reports are almost non-
existent. 
 
Very few New Zealand reports are 
independently verified, and, as shown 
below, many planning to issue reports do not 
plan to have them independently verified.  
Australian mining companies show much 
more propensity to have their reports 
verified – 8 companies claimed to be 
currently doing this (five provided their 
report with a verification statement 
included).  Interestingly however, the World 
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) recently 
scored Australian mining companies’ 
environmental performance and the area that 
all companies scored lowest on was external 
verification (WWF, 1999; Deegan, 2000).  
This indicates that there may be some 
confusion as to what is meant by external 
verification. 
 
Reactions to the Stylised Report 
 
Respondents found the report to be logical, 
coherent and useful, and most felt that this 
type of reporting would become more 
prevalent in the near future.  There were, 
however, a few respondents who felt that 

this type of reporting was not appropriate 
because it has little relevance or is too time 
consuming.  One New Zealand respondent 
commented that they “…do not see this style 
of reporting as being appropriate for our 
business… Our environmental impacts and 
accountabilities are such that such a report 
could be seen more as a PR exercise”.  
Similarly, an Australian respondent noted 
“The cost, effort, time and greater exposure 
to criticism is not worth the diversion of 
environmental specialist’s time from their 
core activity – environmental management 
(rather than measuring, explaining, writing 
and defending)”. 
 
Stakeholders 
The New Zealand results suggested that 
report issuers believe local communities, 
local authorities and other regulators find 
EHS reports of most use and they suggested 
that policies, targets and physical data would 
be most useful to these stakeholders.  In 
Australia, respondents indicated that 
shareholders and employees would find the 
reports most useful, with NGOs and local 
communities also perceived to find them of 
some use.  Australian report issuers also 
ranked policies, targets and data as the most 
important elements of the report.  
 
Reporting Plans 
The 15 Australian respondents and 24 New 
Zealand respondents who either currently 
report or plan to report in the near future, 
were asked to indicate which types of 
environmental information categories they 
do or do not report or plan to report.  Most 
Australian companies do or are planning to 
report all types of information indicated.  In 
contrast, very few New Zealand companies, 
plan to use independent verification, report 
financial data or report site level data.   
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Finally, organisations that do not report (or 
do not plan to report) were asked to indicate 
the factors that have significantly influenced 
the decision not to report each of the 
information categories contained in the 
stylised report.  Overwhelmingly, for both 
Australia and New Zealand, little demand 
from stakeholders was given as the primary 
reason. This is interesting, as local 
communities and NGOs were perceived as 
most likely to find environmental reports 
useful, with employees, shareholders and 
customers all seen as important 
stakeholders. This suggests that while report 
preparers think that such reports might be 
‘useful’ to stakeholders, they do not 
perceive these stakeholders to be placing 
demands on them for such information.  
Given the recent series of rankings given to 
Australian companies by environmental 
groups this seems surprising, particularly 
when companies are then reported to be 
‘surprised’ by their poor ranking (The Age, 
26 Oct, 2000). 
 
Another reason for not producing a separate 
environmental report cited in the open ended 
‘comments’ section of the questionnaire was 
that the information was already provided in 
the annual report. One Australian respondent 
stated that: 
“…there are challenges from within the 
company and from shareholders that the 
SH&E report should be included within the 
annual report”. Another stated that “…all 
reporting is to be incorporated in the 
standard annual report…. It would be good 
to keep all community relations, 
environment and safety, within the standard 
management, accounting and reporting 
structure…”. 
 
Similarly, New Zealand respondents 
expressed the view that environmental 
information is available from other sources: 

 
“We produce an environmental section 
within our Annual report. There is nil 
demand for a separate report. We also 
publish an environmental manual on our 
web-site which includes a description of 
management systems & procedures. Copies 
of independent verification, such as ISO 
14000 audits are available on request or 
from our web-site”. 
 
While the Australian respondents were on 
the whole more positive towards 
environmental reporting than those in New 
Zealand, some comments showed reticence 
towards wholesale adoption of the type of 
reporting discussed in this study. Remarks 
included: 
 
“We see it [environmental reporting] as a 
…refection of responsible corporate 
citizenship now…. We are concerned it will 
snowball into a monster… & any 
environmental function will become 
subordinate to a public relations function”. 
 
Discussion and conclusions 
 
The style of reporting exemplified by the 
mock annual report developed for this study 
appears to have support from corporations in 
Australia and New Zealand, respondents 
indicating that the information contained 
therein was coherent and useful. Those 
organisations that already produce, or plan 
to produce, environmental reports, generally 
responded in a positive vein towards the 
stylised report. 
 
The results of this study also show some 
similarity in attitudes towards environmental 
reporting between Australian and New 
Zealand organisations.  There are however, 
some marked contrasts, the first being that 
New Zealand appears behind Australia in its 
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corporate commitment to environmental 
reporting.  Those New Zealand companies 
that do report are not dissimilar to 
Australian reporting companies, except in 
their attitudes to one area – independent 
verification.  Australian companies appear to 
accept that such verification is important to 
stakeholders and adds credibility to their 
reports.  This is exemplified by the inclusion 
of a verification statement in the recent 
Australian guidelines for environment 
reporting discussed earlier.   
 
New Zealand companies on the other hand, 
are resisting the move towards verification 
shown by some of the comments made on 
the survey: 
 
“Considered unnecessary. Not in the 
company’s interest to mislead stakeholders 
with incorrect data.” 
 
In conclusion, the study showed a positive 
trend towards environmental reporting in 
Australia and New Zealand, albeit more 
pronounced in Australia.  Whether separate 
stand-alone reports come to replace the 
current trend of reporting only in the annual 
report, as appears to be the case in the UK 
and Europe, remains to be seen.  Other 
forms of communication, such as the World 
Wide Web, also complicate the issue of 
where to report. 
 
The study is currently being developed to 
incorporate the views of various 
stakeholders regarding the stand-alone 
reporting mechanism. 
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For further information the first point of contact 
is Carol Tilt on: 
Tilt@afm1.law.flinders.edu.au.  
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